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Tutkielmassa tutkitaan englannin kielen kielioppaita ja niiden sisältämien normatiivisten eli 
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kielenkäyttöön Yhdysvalloissa 1990-luvun jälkipuoliskolla ja 2000-luvun alussa.  
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Careful writers of the English language often face uncertainty over what expressions 
and formulations constitute what is considered proper or correct English usage.  
For example, when writers are listing facts or arguments one by one in 
separate sentences, they can introduce them either by using ordinal numbers “first, 
second, third, etc.” or adverbs derived from these ordinal numbers “firstly, secondly, 
thirdly, etc.” Both forms or even their combination are used as the following 
examples drawn from three different articles published in the academic journal 
Education show. 
 
(1): ”First, students in our classrooms are changing…Second, the ‘telling and testing’ 
pedagogy we have…Third, the digital technology now coming…” (Roberson 2011: 
899–900; emphasis added). 
 
(2): “Firstly, school laboratories are not adequately resourced…Secondly, classrooms 
are crowded…Thirdly, the preparation to use laboratories…” (Kazu 2011: 522; 
emphasis added). 
 
(3): “First, literature should entertain and inform…Secondly, literature should 
contribute to children’s language growth…Thirdly, literature should help children 
become better readers...” (Harper et al. 2008: 543; emphasis added). 
 
These examples irrefutably represent what could be called standard English. Since 
they have been published in the same academic journal roughly at the same time, one 
can assume that they have been edited in a uniform fashion. Yet they exhibit 
variation in the adverbial form used in enumerating arguments. The variation creates 
no ambiguity in meaning, and from the perspective of communication it is trivial. 
But language is more than just communication. People judge other people by 
the way they use language. Perhaps most often this occurs in educational settings. 
Pupils and students receive instruction in what is considered correct usage. They are 
expected to abide with its rules in their own writing, and they are even tested and 
graded in their command of usage in writing and composition classes. In what a 
layperson would call the real world, there are myriad situations where failures to 
conform to what is considered correct usage can result in a social penalty. Let me 
present a single extreme example. Garner (1998/2009 s.v. flaunt) recounts the story 
of a United States federal judge who used flaunt in place of flout in a formal legal 




corrected by his peers when they cited his legal opinion. The judge could have made 
hundreds judicial determinations flawlessly over his career, but he may well be best-
remembered for his usage slip-up. 
This anecdote reinforces the fact that language is a social phenomenon: 
people use language to maintain and develop their social standing and relationships. 
As Henry Hitchings (2011: 1) puts it in his book A History of Proper English: “The 
ways in which we and others use language have implications for our relationships, 
our work and our freedoms.” 
Consequently, there are situations where the choice of the initial adverbials in 
sentences that enumerate facts or arguments can matter. This leads to a question: 
which form, the bare ordinal or the ordinal with -ly suffix, is correct? 
This type of question represents a usage problem. A usage problem arises in 
situations where there exists “free variation” (Busse and Schröder 2006: 458) or 
“optional variability” (Milroy and Milroy 1985: 8, 16–7) in the use of language. 
Simply put, this idea means that there are constructions and words in English which 
are interchangeable with respect to meaning but which can be marked by the degree 
of their correctness and hence acceptability. 
Sometimes the variation in the degree of acceptability among linguistic 
options is minimal to the point of being negligible. For example, the choice of the 
adverbial form in enumerations falls into this category of usage problems.1 
However, sometimes the variation in the degrees of acceptability is great. The 
previous anecdote about the U.S. judge who confused flaunt with flout is an example 
of how an innocuous mix-up of words in the wrong place at the wrong time can have 
grave repercussions. In similar fashion, in formal contexts such as journalistic or 
legal writing, the use of irregardless in place of regardless would be condemned as a 
gross deviation from correct usage. For example, an influential usage guide assigns a 
single-word description to the language proficiency exhibited by the use of 
irregardless: “illiterate” (Bernstein 1965 s.v. irregardless). 
                                                 
1The choice between first and firstly is an established usage problem. See e.g. Peters (2006 s.v. first or 
firstly), Partridge (1963 s.v. firstly), Garner (1998/2009 s.v. firstly), Trask (2001 s.v. first, firstly), 
Bernstein (1965 s.v.first, firstly), and Burchfield (1996 s.v. first). While the choice between first and 
firstly meets the formal definition of a usage problem, it has generated little controversy, and 
furthermore, authorities on usage have reached no consensus on which option is considered as the 




Most likely few people wish to be considered illiterate in ordinary 
professional or social settings. Thus, for most people there exists powerful incentives 
to master at least the most often-needed rules of English usage. These incentives can 
vary slightly. For some speakers, a firm command of correct usage is a professional 
requirement. As I alluded before, jurists and journalists fall into this category. 
Students are required to show proficiency in usage to attain formal educational 
qualifications. People may also want to exhibit the mastery of correct usage to signal 
their status in social settings. 
There is, however, one hurdle for language users wishing to master correct 
usage. Differentiating between what is considered acceptable and unacceptable usage 
can be—and often is—a struggle even for native speakers of English. Thus, users of 
English have a need for an authority whom they can consult on usage matters. One 
often-consulted authority in these situations is a specific type of book about language 
called a usage guide. These usage guides and their impact on English language in a 
specific geographical place (the United States) at a specific time (from the 1960s to 
the present day) are the subjects of this study. 
1.1 Aim of This Study 
The aim of this study is twofold. I will first present a brief overview of usage guides. 
This overview will comprise a discussion of the theoretical concepts that underlie 
usage guides, a short history of usage guides, and a rough classification of usage 
guides. My objective is to define the main identifying characteristics of usage guides 
and describe their place and role in the history of the English language.  
In the latter half of my study I will investigate the efficacy of usage guidance 
in relation to actual language behavior by comparing how linguistic prescriptions as 
manifested in three American usage guides in the second half of the 20th century—
Bernstein (1965), Follett (1966), and Garner (1998/2009)—have correlated with 
actual language use as evidenced in two language corpora, the Corpus of Historical 
American English (COHA) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA). To put this more briefly, I will attempt to investigate efficacy of 





This investigation will be divided into four parts. First, I will introduce the main 
linguistic concepts that will inform my discussion of usage manuals. This will 
involve brief discussions of grammar, the differences between language prescription 
and description, and the concepts of usage and usage problems.  
Second, I will sketch out a brief history and a rough classification of usage 
guides. This will allow me to place into a wider context the three usage guides that I 
will scrutinize more closely in the second half of my study. 
 Third, I will describe in more detail three well-known American usage 
guides, collate a sample of three usage problems, and analyze how the guides’ 
prescriptions align with actual language behavior. My sample will contain three 
usage problems: the confusion over respective meanings of the verbs flaunt and flout, 
the precise meaning of the verb decimate, and the use of hopefully as a sentence 
adverbial. I will discuss the criteria I have applied on the selection of my sample in 
more detail in section 5.3., but to sum up, all three usage problems share two 
characteristics: they are established usage problems, and their status as usage 
problems is linked with their semantics.  
Fourth and finally, I will summarize and analyze the results of my 
investigation and draw a conclusion about the overall relevance of usage guidance.  
2 Key Theoretical Concepts 
A key theoretical starting point in the study of usage guides is the observation that 
grammar and usage are two distinct concepts which should not be confused. For a 
trained linguist, this observation is a truism, but in everyday use these concepts are 
often misunderstood. The reason for this is that the word grammar has several 
established meanings. For example, both Oxforddictionaries.com and SOED2 list 
four distinct definitions for the word grammar when it is used to refer to linguistic 
phenomena.3 This polysemy of the word grammar often creates confusion in 
                                                 
2 SOED=Shorter Oxford English Dictionary; see bibliographical abbreviations on page 64. 
3 Outside linguistics, the word grammar is also used as a premodifier to denote a certain type of 





ordinary speech, and there exists among laypeople at least five misconceptions about 
grammar (Palmer 1990: 13–14):  
1) A grammar of language is a book written about it. 
2) The grammar of the language is found only in the written language – spoken languages 
have no grammar or at least fluctuate so much that they are only partially grammatical. 
3) Some languages have grammar, others do not. Chinese, for example, has no grammar, and 
English has preciously little. 
4) Grammar is something that can be good or bad, correct or incorrect. It is bad (incorrect) 
grammar to say “It’s me”, for instance. 
5) Some people know the grammar of their language, others do not. 
 
Studying these misconceptions and the various definitions of the word grammar falls 
outside the scope of this study, but two observations are worth making. First, since 
grammar as a concept is open to various definitions, discussions about it can easily 
involve misconceptions. Second, one of these misconceptions, namely the 
misconception number 4 as defined by Palmer (1990: 14), has a direct bearing to the 
study of usage as the following sections will show. 
2.1 Grammar, Descriptivism and Prescriptivism, and Usage 
2.1.1 Grammar 
As noted above, grammar has various established meanings, and furthermore, the 
core meaning of the linguistic concept of grammar has evolved over time.4 In this 
study, unless otherwise indicated, grammar is defined as “the systematic study and 
description of a language, a group of languages, or languages in general in terms of 
either syntax and morphology alone or these together with aspects of phonology, 
orthography, semantics, pragmatics, and word-formation” (OCEL5 1992: s.v. 
grammar6). It should be noted that this definition in OCEL aims at being all-
encompassing; consequently, it is very broad. Typically, grammar is today presented 
as a linguistic concept that mainly concerns itself with morphology, which deals with 
                                                 
4 For a summary of the historical evolution of the concept of grammar in English, see The Oxford 
Companion to the English Language (s.v. grammar). Crystal (2006: 231–5) offers a good summary of 
various types of grammar and how grammar is studied and practiced. Palmer (1990) provides an 
overview of the concept of grammar and it various dimensions. Huddleston (1984) is an example of 
modern grammar; it provides a useful introduction to the basic concepts of grammar from structural 
and descriptive perspective (Huddleston 1984: 1–49).  
5 OCEL=The Oxford Companion to the English Language; see bibliographical abbreviations on page 
64. 
6 SOED and Oxforddictionaries.com (s.v. grammar) provide similar definitions, and Huddleston and 
Pullum (2002: 3–4) provide an outline how grammar interacts with other components of language 





the forms and inflections of words, and syntax, which involves the study of how 
words combine to form sentences (see e.g. Huddleston 1984: 1; CGEL7 1985: 12; 
Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 4). The idea that grammar primarily involves 
morphology and syntax can be expressed succinctly by calling grammar the scientific 
study of the “mechanics” of language (Palmer 1990: 9). 
Palmer (1990) identifies three characteristics of language that are pertinent to 
the proper understanding of the nature of grammar. They are complexity, 
productivity and arbitrariness (Palmer 1990: 11). The complexity of language is on 
display in the difficulty of translating mechanistically from one language to another 
even with the aid of computer software (Palmer 1990: 11–12). The productivity of 
language means that a person who has a reasonable command of any language can 
typically produce in that language myriad idiomatic sentences that have not been 
produced before (Palmer 1990: 12). Finally, the arbitrariness of language means that 
there “is no one-to-one relation between sound and meaning” (Palmer 1990: 12). 
What these observations suggest is that grammar is not a phenomenon that a 
single person or authority can compel to conform to some ideal of their own liking. 
Instead, they reinforce the notion that in its strict linguistic sense grammar is about 
the description of how language works; it does not involve making normative 
judgments or prescriptions about how language should be used. This is an essential 
distinction, and it will be discussed in greater detail in the next section. 
2.1.2 Descriptivism and Prescriptivism 
In a quick reflection, the idea that grammar should be about the description of 
language works seems intuitively self-evident. But this has not been always the case. 
On the contrary, the idea that the chief objective of grammar is to prescribe the 
correct ways of language behavior gave the initial impetus for the writing and 
publication of the first English grammars in the second half of the 18th century8 
(Crystal 1995: 72–9). 
Since that time, descriptivism and prescriptivism have evolved into a pair of 
competing paradigms in the discussion of English grammar. These contrasting 
approaches can be defined as follows: descriptivism is “an approach that proposes 
the objective and systematic description of language, in which investigators confine 
                                                 
7 CGEL=A Comprehensive Grammar of English Language; see bibliographical abbreviations on page 
64. 




themselves to facts as they are observed,” while prescriptivism is “an approach, 
especially to grammar, that sets out rules for what is regarded as correct in language” 
(OCEL 1992, s.v. descriptivism and prescriptivism9). 
In plain language, descriptivism is about detached observation with the intent 
to record facts as they are. Thus, it agrees with the idea that scholarly investigations 
about various phenomena should be underpinned by empirical evidence, a key part of 
what is generally recognized as the “scientific method” (see e.g. SEP s.v. Scientific 
Method). 
Prescriptivism, in contrast, relies in its argumentation on appeals to innate 
ideas or traditions, and it is typically motivated by opposition to change and a desire 
to improve language behavior (Crystal 2007b: 451–4). 
The prescriptivist approach to grammar was gradually supplanted by 
descriptivism during the 20th century, and today the major English grammars are 
descriptivist in their method (see e.g. CGEL 1985; Huddleston and Pullum 2002; 
Biber 1999), reflecting the prevailing paradigm in present-day mainstream 
linguistics. 
 While descriptivism is now the default paradigm in scientific investigations 
of grammar, prescriptivism has not completely fallen by the wayside. It continues to 
manifest itself and exert influence in some areas of language behavior such as 
education and usage10 (Leech et al. 2009: 264). 
 Furthermore, the tension that has often colored the relation between 
descriptivism and prescriptivism is still very much alive. This tension is in plain 
sight, for example, in the way the authors of modern descriptive grammars 
empathetically distance themselves from prescriptivism. To quote a major 
descriptive grammar now in print: “Our aim is to describe and not prescribe: we 
outline and illustrate the principles that govern the construction of words and 
sentences in the present-day language without recommending or condemning 
particular usage choices” (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 1; for similar introductory 
declarations, see e.g. Wardhaugh 1995: 2 and CGEL 1985: 14). 
                                                 
9 Peters (2004 s.v. descriptive or prescriptive) provides a useful summary on how descriptivism and 
prescriptivism manifest themselves.  
10 One typical manifestation of prescriptivist attitudes are the regularly recurring debates about the 
curriculum of English teaching at primary and secondary schools. In a nutshell, these debates occur 
when alarm is raised about the alleged deterioration of children’s and teenagers’ language proficiency. 





One caveat should be added to this discussion of descriptivism and 
prescriptivism. Although descriptivism and prescriptivism are contrasting approaches 
to language, in practice they “cannot be seen as a dichotomy, but rather as end poles 
of a continuum” (Busse and Schröder 2006: 463). For example, a quintessentially 
descriptivist scholar Quirk11 (1968) has argued that the actual application of 
descriptivism involves some prescriptivism. More specifically, Quirk (1968: 112) 
demonstrated how descriptive method can generate “a pattern of reliable and 
systematic prescriptive rules” about the formation of relative clauses. 
In a parallel fashion, Crystal (Fowler 1926/2009: x–xi) has observed how the 
influential prescriptivist language commentator H.W. Fowler also displayed 
“descriptive accuracy which would do any modern linguist proud” in his work during 
the early decades of the 1900s. Cameron (1995: 5–11) has shown how the 
“descriptive/prescriptive opposition” is unstable because all linguistic investigations 
inescapably involve some degree of normativity. 
The upshot of all this is that while the descriptive/prescriptive opposition 
certainly exists, one should remember in scholarly discussion that it is not a rigid as 
it is often taken to be. Hence, while in this study I will refer to descriptivism and 
prescriptivism in their established primary meanings, I recognize that they are not 
mutually exclusive linguistic concepts. Instead, they might be better characterized as 
attitudes about or approaches to language. Busse and Schröder (2006: 471) go as far 
as to claim that the fixed dichotomy between “descriptive” and “prescriptive” should 
be supplanted—when applicable—with the use of adjectives such as “progressive,” 
“authoritative,” or “conservative.”  
2.1.3 Usage 
We have now defined the concept of grammar as the study of the mechanics, mainly 
morphology and syntax, of language. Additionally, we have defined and investigated 
descriptivism and prescriptivism. What is now left is to define the concept of usage. 
The concept of usage can be defined in two ways. In a broad and neutral 
sense, it denotes “the way in which the elements of language are customarily used to 
                                                 
11 Quirk has also written a foreword to a prescriptivist usage guide, stating that “[g]ood usage, in 
short, is a matter of combining the rules of grammar and the acceptable meanings of words with an 
appreciation of our relationship with the addressee” (Greenbaum and Whitcut 1988/1996: xii). The 
point of this observation is that it shows how a descriptivist linguist can also appreciate prescriptive 




produce meaning” (OCEL s.v. usage). When used in this neutral sense, the word 
usage incorporates the notion that the customary ways of using language are studied 
descriptively without making any normative judgments about them. 
There is, however, a narrower and linguistically more controversial sense to 
usage which adds a normative or prescriptive dimension to the study of the use of 
English.12 In this narrower sense, usage denotes an established way of using 
language that is considered correct or proper, and it is typically manifested in and 
underpinned by prescriptive usage guides. 
This definition of usage parallels a misconception laypeople often have about 
grammar, namely that an instance of language use can be correct or incorrect (Palmer 
1990: 14). Peters has defined this sense of usage by referring specifically to Fowler 
(1926/2009)13, the usage guide that set the template for prescriptive usage guidance 
in the modern era.  
 
Though usage has always referred to actual use (of language or anything else), it acquired the 
additional meaning of “approved use,” [sic] through appeals to Fowler’s Modern English 
Usage (1926). So usage guides are expected to embody “correct” usage, and to prescribe 
how language should be, rather than describe how it actually is (Peters 2004 s.v. usage; 
emphases and punctuation original).  
 
Therefore, usage essentially denotes the correct way of language use as exemplified 
in usage guides. This is a satisfactory definition of usage in many respects, but it 
offers no clues about the scope of usage. Does usage concern itself with all elements 
and instances of language use, or just some of them?  
At this point one should recall one of the key characteristics of language, 
namely its productivity (Palmer 1990: 12): a person with a reasonable command of 
some language can potentially construct myriad sentences in that language. 
Since no single usage guide can catalogue all possible constructions and 
sentences and pass judgment on them, usage is not about all the potential instances of 
language use. Instead, its scope covers only selected elements of language that are 
disputed in the eyes of usage commentators because they are viewed as irregular, 
                                                 
12 For longer accounts of the two contrasting notions of usage, the broader and descriptive and the 
narrower and prescriptive, see Crystal (2003: s.v. usage) and Leonard (1929: 13). 
13 The first year in the citation refers to the publication year of the first edition of Fowler’s book. The 




illogical or otherwise incorrect (Peters 2006: 760; CGEL 1985: 14; Weiner 1988: 
173). Table 1 below provides a sample of the most common types of usage problems.  
Table 1: Examples of Types of Usage Problems 
Problem/Dispute Type Definition/Source of Dispute Examples 
1) Spelling Words are spelled in a way that 
deviates from established spelling. 
Alright/all right, 
chaise longue/chaise lounge 
2) Lexis: Semantics A word is used with a sense that 
clashes with logic, custom, or 
the word’s etymology. 
Hopefully, aggravate, decimate  
3) Lexis: Distinctions The established meanings of two 
or more words are confused 
and used erroneously.  
Fearsome/fearful, imply/infer, 
uninterested/disinterested 
4) Lexis: Morphology Affixes are used to form words in a 
way that clashes with logic or custom. 
Irregardless/regardless, 
doubtlessly/doubtless  
5) Lexis: Redundancy Adding superfluous modifiers or 
complements. 
Absolute necessity, old adage, circle 
around, sworn affidavit  
5) Grammar: Collocation Prepositional complements are used in 
a way that clashes with logic or custom.  
Different than/from/to, belief 
toward/in, suffer with/from 
6) Grammar: Concord Relationship such as number between 
different word units 
is not in its customary agreement. 
Neither…nor is/are; 
every one of us has/have; 
the faculty are/is; data is/are 
7) Grammar: Morphology Plural noun forms are formed in a way 
that clashes with logic or custom  
Crises/crisises, fungi/funguses, men-
of-war/man-of-wars, mice/mouses  
Sources: Weiner (1988: 173); Peters (2006: 760); OCEL (s.v. usage); Algeo (1991: 16–7) 
This typology is not exhaustive, but it gives an overview of the main areas of usage 
concern and the content of usage guides. One further aspect of usage problems has to 
be mentioned: although usage problems are sufficiently numerous to fill a good-sized 
reference book, they are relatively few in comparison to the extent or “size” of the 
English grammar. Crystal (2007b: 453) notes that only a few dozen rules of grammar 
have ever been the focus of grammatical prescriptivism. That figure corresponds to 
about 1% of the 3,500 or so features of English grammar. 
Table 1 illustrates the elements of language in which usage problems occur, 
but it does not explain what traits or characteristics make certain instances of 
language use qualify as usage problems. Or to rephrase this idea as a question: what 
are the characteristics that identify a usage problem? The answer lies in the 
availability of linguistic alternatives and sociolinguistic considerations. 
Algeo (1991: 2–3) has summarized the identifying characteristics of a usage 




present: there must exist alternatives of use; language users must be able to choose 
among them; and those same or other users must think that the choice means 
something.” Algeo (1991: 2) emphasizes the significance of the availability of 
alternatives in determining whether a certain instance of language use qualifies as a 
usage problem, noting that “[w]here there is no alternative, no question of usage 
arises.” 
These characteristics as defined by Algeo can be easily illustrated with the 
classic usage problem of the adverb irregardless, which is routinely condemned as a 
gross usage error14. There is an established alternative for irregardless in regardless, 
language users are free to choose between these two options, and this choice is 
significant in that it can have social ramifications. For example, as already noted on 
page 4, Bernstein (1965 s.v. irregardless) considers the use of irregardless as a sign 
of illiteracy. In other words, a person who uses irregardless pays a heavy social price 
in the eyes of those who consider Bernstein’s (1965) usage guidance authoritative. 
Algeo’s (1991) definition of the identifying characteristics of a usage problem 
also enables us to pinpoint perhaps the most important single theoretical notion that 
informs and underpins prescriptive usage guidance. It is the desire to suppress 
linguistic alternatives with the goal of protecting and maintaining standards in 
language behavior. The abovementioned regardless/irregardless pair is an 
illuminating example of this practice. The two words resemble each other, and they 
are synonymous in their meaning and function, but the latter is considered as wholly 
unacceptable usage.  
Milroy and Milroy (1985: 8, 16–7) have called this approach to language as 
the “suppression of optional variability” and Leonard (1929) as the “doctrine of 
correctness”. Simply put, when language is practiced in this mindset, every 
expression is seen either as correct or incorrect. Additionally, this doctrine stipulates 
that all variant forms for the same meaning or function cannot be correct at the same 
time. This approach to language became popular and widely accepted during the 
second half of the 18th century when there was a general movement to bring 
standards and order to English language15 (Finegan 1998: 545). 
                                                 
14 See e.g. Garner (1998/2009 s.v. irregardless) and Greenbaum and Whitcut (1988/1996 s.v. 
irregardless). 




How the suppression of optional variability functions in practice is illustrated 
in Table 2 below. In the table, I have compiled a small and random sample of 
instances of potentially problematic language use. 
 
Table 2: A Sample of Potential Usage Problems 
Problem Is there optional 
variability? 





Yes Yes True shibboleth in the sense that there is 
much geographical and historical variation in 
the collocation; also in some contexts the 
choice is determined by the requirement for a 
conjunction instead of a preposition; “wrong” 
word choice rarely results in ambiguity of 
meaning.  
(2) I will/shall and 
we will/shall 
Yes Yes There is no conceivable functional difference 
or ambiguity between we shall or we will. 
Especially in American English the rule 
calling for the use of shall in first person 
future tense is now obsolete. 
(3) Be interested 
in/about 
No16 No Arguably even a descriptivist linguist would 
advise a student of English that the 
collocation for the adjectival participle 
interested is in, not about. 
(4) Elicit/illicit Debatable; the 
words belong to 
different word 
classes 
Yes Arguably even a descriptivist linguist would 
accept that maintaining distinction between 
these words serves a rational purpose because 
they have different semantics and belong to 
different word classes. 
(5) We was/were Debatable. In 
standard English 
there is no 
variability but in 
some social or 
geographical 
variants of English 
variability exists.  
No As a song lyric attests (“We was falling in 
love”), first person plural pronoun is 
occasionally used in agreement with a 
singular form of the verb be. However, 
arguably even a descriptivist linguist would 
accept the claim that in standard English we 
agrees with were, not was. This is illustrated 
by the fact that descriptive grammars do not 
consider were and was as variant forms of the 




and lounge differ in 
semantics and 
pronunciation 
Yes There is geographical variation with chaise 
lounge being more common and acceptable in 
American English, but ultimately it appears 
that chaise longue is a loanword that is 
sometimes misspelled. There is little semantic 
freedom to use longue and lounge 
interchangeably. Probably even a 
descriptivist linguist would recommend the 
use of longue-spelling if a sofa without a 
back rest is the intended meaning. 
 
                                                 
16 I owe an intellectual debt to Algeo (1991: 3) for the use of this particular construction as an 
example of language use where no optional variability exists. In this instance, the lack of optional 
variability seems to be borne by statistical evidence drawn from COCA. There are 29,008 instances 




The purpose of this exercise is to show how accurately the presence or absence of 
optional variability serves to identify an instance of language use as a usage problem. 
For example, the sample number 1 represents a traditional and well-
established usage problem about what is the “correct” collocation in the construction 
different from/than/to. At the other end of the spectrum is the sample number 6. It is 
featured in mainstream usage guides (see e.g. Garner 1998/2009 s.v. chaise longue; 
Brians 2009 s.v. chaise longue), but it is debatable whether there is genuine optional 
variability between the standard chaise longue and the nonstandard chaise lounge. 
Alternatively, problems associated with this chaise longue/chaise lounge could be 
viewed as simple confusion about the spelling and pronunciation of a relatively rare 
loanword. 
What the somewhat different properties of the samples 1 and 6 illustrate is 
that ultimately it is impossible to pinpoint a single inherent and immutable linguistic 
characteristic that would enable us categorically to differentiate between “genuine” 
or “true” usage problems and what could be called simple errors. A pattern emerges: 
testing whether there is optional variability often helps identify usage problems and 
separate them from non-marked instances of language use, but it does not remove all 
ambiguity. 
There is one additional condition to the identification of a usage problem: a 
usage problem becomes a usage problem only when it is recognized as such in the 
judgements of “speech community, public opinion, or usage manuals” (Busse and 
Schröder 2006: 458). Algeo (1991: 3) has made a similar observation by noting that 
“the tradition of usage study creates usage problems to study.” In other words, an 
instance of language use becomes a usage problem once a language community—or 
more precisely authoritative members of that community—assigns it the status of a 
usage problem. This communal dimension also explains why usage problems have 
become to be called shibboleths (Peters 2004 s.v. shibboleth; see also Wardhaugh 
1995: 2). A shibboleth refers to “[a] long-standing formula, idea, phrase, etc. held 
(esp. unreflectingly) by or associated with a group, class etc” (SOED s.v. shibboleth). 
A final observation is needed to complete our discussion of usage. While 
prescriptivist usage guidance is a communal and social phenomenon, paradoxically it 
has traditionally been shaped by what Leonard (1929: 35–44) has called the rule of 
“ipse dixit” or dogmatic assertions by a single speaker who expects his or her 




In the context of usage guidance, the ipse dixit principle roughly functions as 
follows. In their normative judgments about usage authors of usage guides typically 
call on various arguments to back up their recommendations. According to Weiner 
(1988: 178–9), these arguments fall under six headings: structural, logical, statistical, 
historical, social, and aesthetic, and often these different lines of argumentation 
overlap. But because language by its nature is productive, irregular and ever-
changing, sometimes it can be well-nigh impossible to back normative judgments 
about usage consistently with cogent arguments. At that point, prescriptivists 
typically resort in a varying degree to appeals to their own preferences and 
prejudices. This is illustrated by an author of a well-known modern usage guide in 
his discussion of the sources for his guidance: “[P]ersonal preferences of the 
author—and why not? If reputable writers are entitled to personal preferences and 
the whims of the multitude are often heeded, why should I be left out? After all, it’s 
my book” (Bernstein 1965: ix).  
 
2.2 Concluding Remarks on Theoretical Concepts 
Based on the previous section, we can sum up the key concepts that will inform my 
investigation in following terms. Grammar is not about studying what is correct or 
incorrect in language use. Instead, grammar refers to the study of the mechanics of 
language, typically morphology and syntax. 
Grammar can be studied and practiced descriptively and prescriptively. As its 
name suggests, descriptive approach simply aims at describing language as it is 
without making any normative judgements. In contrast, prescriptive study of 
grammar involves making normative judgments about language use. 
While prescriptivism no longer informs the modern study of grammar, it still 
influences usage or the description and discussion of how certain words and 
constructions are customarily used and especially should be used. These certain 
words and constructions are collectively known as usage problems. A word or an 
expression qualifies as a usage problem when it meets two conditions. First, there 
must be at least one alternative for it. When alternatives exist, prescriptive usage 
guidance then attempts to maintain language standards by suppressing those 




become usage problems only when they are recognized as such by a speech 
community or at least by authoritative members of that speech community.  
Finally, when usage commentators exhaust all linguistic arguments in justifying 
their normative judgements about usage problems, they ultimately back their 
prescriptive usage guidance by their personal preferences. This approach is known as 
the ipse dixit principle. 
3 Definition, History, and Classification of Usage Guides 
3.1 Definition of a Usage Guide 
A usage guide is a specialized book about language. As its name transparently 
suggests, its purpose is to offer guidance on the use of language. The nature of this 
guidance is then determined by how usage is defined. As I noted in section 2.1.3, the 
word usage can have two meanings. It can refer neutrally and broadly to the way 
language is habitually and customarily used to produce meaning. In its narrower and 
more contested sense it can refer to what authorities considers as correct use of 
language17. Thus, if usage is understood in the former sense, “a usage guide” denotes 
a descriptive book about language, and if usage is understood in the latter sense, then 
“a usage guide” denotes a prescriptive book about language. 
Based on my study of the relevant literature and secondary sources, I would 
argue that usage guides are predominantly prescriptive. Or as Peters (2006: 760) 
concludes her discussion of the meaning of the word usage in the context of usage 
guides: “very few usage guides published in the second half of the twentieth century 
take a descriptive stance.” In this light, Oxforddictionaries.com (2016) provides a 
useful definition of a usage guide: “A book of instruction or information relating to 
the conventionally accepted use of (especially formal written) language and 
grammar” (Oxforddictionaries.com s.v. usage guide).  
It should be noted that even if usage guides are predominantly prescriptive, 
descriptive usage guides exist as well18. For example, Peters (2004) and MWDEU19 
                                                 
17 For longer discussions on the meaning of the term usage, see OCEL s.v. usage, Algeo 1991: 3, 
Peters 2006: 759–60, Busse and Schröder 2006: 458, and Crystal 2003 s.v. usage. 
18 For a longer discussion on the emergence of descriptive usage guides, see section 3.2. 






are descriptive in their approach, and so is Horwill (1935), which is quite remarkable 
considering that it was published in the 1930s, at a time when descriptive ideas in the 
study of language did not exert the kind of influence as they do today.20 Thus, we can 
conclude that while descriptive usage guides exist, prescriptive approach to language 
is a useful identifying characteristic of a usage guide. 
Another typical identifying characteristic can be defined by determining how 
the scope of usage guides differs from the scopes of grammars and dictionaries. A 
grammar’s objective is to offer a description of the mechanics of a language, mainly 
its syntax and morphology (e.g. OCEL s.v. grammar), and a dictionary’s purpose is 
to catalogue words and their meanings typically in an alphabetical order (e.g. OCEL 
s.v. dictionary). Consequently, dictionaries and grammars usually attempt to treat 
one dimension of language comprehensively. In contrast, usage guides attempt to 
discuss several elements of language selectively. Their subject matter often 
encompasses all elements of language such as phonology, morphology, syntax, lexis, 
and sociolinguistic considerations (Weiner 1988: 173, Peters 2006: 760, OCEL s.v. 
usage), but only some dimensions of these elements are discussed in usage guides. 
As Weiner (1988: 174) notes, “[t]he grammarian and the lexicographer deal with one 
aspect of the language exhaustively; while the usage guide writer deals with every 
aspect of the language selectively.” 
More specifically, usage guides’ subject matter is a small fragment of 
language that comprises various “linguistic borderline cases” (Busse and Schröder 
2006: 462) or usage problems. These linguistic borderline cases predominantly but 
not exclusively exhibit optional variability21, and a usage guide’s purpose is “to 
enable its user to make choices between linguistic features that can be functionally 
equivalent in a given context” (Weiner 1988: 173). A typical usage guide 
recommends one of these options as correct and condemns the rest as unacceptable. 
To sum up our definition of a usage guide: it is a book about language that 
combines some functional elements of a dictionary and a grammar, and its purpose is 
to give guidance on what is correct and incorrect in the use of borderline linguistic 
cases that often exhibit optional variability.  
                                                 
20 In fact, Horwill (1935: v–vi) explicitly distances itself from prescriptive usage guidance and 
explains that its primary intention is to catalogue and to explain the semantic differences that exist 
between certain words in American English and British English. 




3.2 History of Usage Guides 
In this brief overview of the history of usage guides, I will not try to offer a 
comprehensive summary that would list in a roughly chronological order the most 
popular and prominent usage guides of their times.22 Instead, I will attempt to 
describe what I consider the two most important historical developments that have 
shaped usage guides most. The first development is what we can now call in a 
retrospective analysis the emergence of standardization in the history of English 
language, and the second is the publication of a single usage guide that defined the 
genre of modern usage guides. 
Usage guide as a distinct book type came into existence during the second 
half of the 18th century. At the time, the English language was experiencing a major 
transition from Early Modern English to Modern English. Recounting the history of 
this transition lies outside of the scope of this study, but one of its chief features was 
a major and widespread effort to bring order to the English lexicon, grammar and 
spelling through various channels23. 
From today’s perspective, these efforts to bring order to the English language 
form a unified whole with clearly delineated objectives and a shared purpose. 
Obviously, as this development was underway, its contours were not necessarily 
apparent to those involved, and neither its instigators necessarily saw themselves as 
participants in a wider movement that worked toward a common goal. 
In a sociolinguistic analysis these efforts to bring uniformity to English 
represent what Milroy and Milroy (1985) have called the language standardization. 
Language standardization is a multi-faceted process, which includes seven 
overlapping stages, one of them being prescription or more precisely the “imposition 
of norms of usage by an authority” (Milroy and Milroy 1985: 2, 27). In the case of 
English language, its standardization reached the stage of prescription by the second 
half of the 1700s (Milroy and Milroy 1985: 34, Tieken-Boon 2008: 9–11). These 
developments laid the groundwork for the emergence of the first real usage guide in 
English. As Tieken-Boon (2008: 11) notes: “[u]sage guides are a typical product of 
                                                 
22 For straightforward chronological accounts of usage guides, see MWDEU (7a–11a) and OCEL (s.v. 
usage guidance and criticism). Garner (2009: 925–36) has a comprehensive timeline of books on 
usage. 
23 For the history of these developments, see e.g. Leonard (1929: 9–44), Milroy and Milroy (1985: 29–




the prescription stage, in that they offer specific guidance to anyone seeking access 
to the standard language, as previously codified in grammars and dictionaries.” 
Consequently, there was a rapid increase in the writing and publication of 
books whose stated goal was to catalogue and describe English lexicon, spelling, and 
grammar systematically. Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language 
was published in 1755, representing the first “authoritative treatment” of English 
lexicon (Crystal 1995: 74). At the same time between 1750 and 1800, more than 200 
books on grammar and rhetoric were published, most influential and prominent 
among them being Thomas Lowth’s A Short Introduction to English Grammar 
(1762/1838)24 and Lindley Murray’s English Grammar (1794) (Leonard 1929: 12, 
Crystal 1995: 78, Milroy and Milroy 1985: 34).  
On balance, it appears that Robert Baker’s Reflections on the English 
Language, which was first published in 1770, is the first true English usage guide. 
Leonard (1929: 35) made this claim in print in 1929, and it has been reaffirmed by 
more recent scholarship (see e.g. Straaijer 2013, Tieken-Boon 2014: 135). 
Tieken-Boon (2008: 11) has called Baker’s book “curious and unique,” and I 
would agree with her assessment. The content of Baker’s book can be divided into 
three parts. The book begins with a dedication to the King of England, with Baker 
calling for the foundation of an academy to protect and maintain language standards 
(Baker 1770: i–iii) and for the introduction of new methods in language teaching 
(Baker 1770: iii–xvi). Then comes a meandering 45-page-long preface, in which 
Baker discusses, among other things, his own credentials as a writer on language and 
his methodological approach to his subject. He then proceeds to the actual treatment 
of his subject, which is a catalogue of 127 observations and rules about usage. 
Tieken-Boon has written several informative discussions about Baker’s book 
and its place in the broader prescriptive developments that shaped English language 
during the latter half of the 18th century (see e.g. Tieken-Boon 2008, 2010, and 
2014). Two observations made by Tieken-Boon are worth recounting here to give 
some flavor of Baker’s work. First, Baker was largely unaware about the linguistic 
scholarship of his day (Tieken-Boon 2008: 12). Second, Baker’s primary motive for 
writing his book was apparently financial gain (Tieken-Boon 2014: 146). 
                                                 
24 Lowth’s book was first published in 1762. The copy that I will refer to in this study is an edition 




Why Baker’s book matters in the study of usage guides is that it exhibits two 
traits that define a typical usage guide: its approach to its subject is primarily 
prescriptive, and it presents its material as isolated and individual prescriptions. In 
fact, Baker goes to an extreme on this point: the 127 individual prescriptions are not 
presented alphabetically but randomly. Thus, while Baker’s book is primitive and 
muddled in its ideas about language, it possesses two qualities, prescriptivism and 
organization of its material as individual points about usage, that define a usage 
guide as it is understood today. From this perspective, Baker’s book and modern 
usage guides such as Garner (1998/2009) or Brians (2009) are instantly recognizable 
as belonging to the same genre. 
The assessment of Baker’s (1770) influence on the genre of usage guides 
merits an important further observation. In addition to Baker (1770), Thomas 
Lowth’s Short Introduction to English Grammar (1762/1838) played a pivotal role in 
shaping the style and form of usage guides. Lowth’s book was the most influential 
among the scores of grammars published toward the end of 18th century (see e.g. 
OCEL s.v. Lowth, Robert; Crystal 1995: 78; Hitchings 2011: 93–103). Lowth’s 
grammar is often viewed as an exemplar of a prescriptivist grammar, and its author is 
consequently held as the originator of some prominent shibboleths, such as the tenet 
that an even number of multiple negatives equals an affirmative. The reality is more 
nuanced. Tieken-Boon (2014a, 2008) has demonstrated that while Lowth’s work is 
mainly prescriptivist, his grammar also reflects descriptivism. What gave Lowth’s 
book its prescriptivist flavor and made it popular in the eyes of the public were its 
usage notes which illustrated and judged various usages, often quoting distinguished 
authors (Tieken-Boon 2008: 17). The usage notes, which form a running 
commentary on various constructions and phrases, constitute a kind of usage guide 
within a grammar, making Lowth’s book identical in guidance function with actual 
usage guides. “If Baker’s Reflections represent the birth of the usage guide, Lowth’s 
grammar, or its footnotes, can be called a usage guide in embryonic form,” Tieken-
Boon (2008: 18) has stated. 
Obviously, the writing and publishing of books dispensing prescriptivist 
guidance on the use of language did not end in Baker and Lowth. For example, the 
HUGE database lists nine usage guides that were published between 1800 and 1900, 
and a chronology of books on usage compiled by Garner (2009: 926–35) features 




But in a retrospective analysis that focuses on the most salient developments, 
after Baker and Lowth the next transformational event in the evolution of usage 
guides occurred in 1926 with the publication of H.W. Fowler’s A Dictionary of 
Modern English Usage. 
Much has been written about Fowler and his works25, and deservedly so if his 
influence on the English usage and usage guides in the 20th century is used as a 
yardstick. For the purposes of this study, Fowler’s most important legacy is that he 
set the template for modern usage guides. Its influence is reflected, for example, in 
this observation by Peters: “Though usage has always referred to actual use (of 
language or anything else), it acquired the additional meaning of ‘approved use,’ 
[sic] through appeals to Fowler’s Modern English Usage (1926/2009)” (Peters 2004 
s.v. usage or use; emphases and punctuation original). In other words, although in 
some ways Fowler’s original work is now obsolete, its legacy is still widely felt in 
what Tieken-Boon (2010: 19) calls the “discourse community” of usage guides. 
Simply put, Fowler defined the idea of what it means to be a usage guide 
writer in the modern era. This idea can be summarized as follows: a typical usage 
guide writer illustrates his or her prescriptions by quoting samples of faulty usage 
and, after other arguments have been exhausted, relies on the ipse dixit principle as 
the ultimate justification for his or her prescriptions. This approach was the 
identifying characteristic of Lowth (1762) and Baker (1770). Fowler does not refer to 
Lowth and Baker (see Tieken-Boon 2008: 18–21), but he gave an independent reboot 
to a concept invented by Lowth and Baker more than a century earlier. 
An influential reboot it was. Based on my analysis of primary and secondary 
literature, I would argue that most of the late 20th century and early 21st century 
usage guides are to a varying degree outgrowths of the template set by Fowler. Some 
are more modest in their scope than Fowler’s original book and pay no explicit 
homage to it. Cazort (1997), for example, is a slim book that sets out to elucidate the 
“25 most important grammar mistakes and how to avoid them.” Thus, because it 
simply lists a set of rules, in its organization it mimics Baker (1770) instead of 
                                                 
25 OCEL s.v. Fowler, H(enry) W(atson) and Crystal’s introduction in Fowler (2009) contain 
bibliographies on secondary works on Fowler. For a detailed discussion of how Fowler’s (1926) 
content and treatment of its subject took shape and the book’s contemporaneous reception, see 
Burchfield (1991). Straaijer (2016) provides a useful summary on Fowler’s current status and on its 





Fowler (1926/2009). It does not refer to Fowler (1926/2009), but its treatment of its 
material unmistakably represents Fowlerian prescriptivism mixed with idiosyncratic 
commentary. 
Compared with Cazort (1997), Garner (1998/2009) represents the opposite 
end in a continuum of usage guides’ indebtedness to Fowler (1926/2009). Garner 
(1998/2009) is a dictionary that attempts to deal with usage comprehensively and 
fashions itself as a torchbearer of Fowlerian tradition. Its author considers Fowler’s 
original book a “groundbreaking” guide (Garner 1998: xi) and Fowler himself “the 
most formidable prescriptive grammarian of the 20th century” (Garner 1998: xiv); 
Garner himself as an author has been explicitly compared to Fowler (McArthur 
1999: 59). 
Cazort (1997) and Garner (1998/2009) illustrate the extremes when usage 
guides are measured by their indebtedness to Fowler. Most usage guides fall 
somewhere in between of these extremes by being narrower in scope and less openly 
in debt to Fowler. Two good representative examples of such mainstream Fowlerian 
iterations are Partridge (1963) and Trask (2001). Both books refer to Fowler as a 
source or an inspiration, and both books approach usage displaying similar 
prescriptivism as Fowler, but simultaneously they omit some of the material that 
Fowler included, acknowledge changes in language by treating some material 
differently from Fowler, and incorporate new disputed usages that did not exist at 
Fowler’s day. Both books were commercially successful, but neither achieved 
prominence equal to Fowler (1926/2009).  
To conclude, language prescription as it came into being during the latter half 
of the 1700s precipitated the emergence of usage guides as a book type. This book 
type now lives on after Fowler (1926/2009) redefined it for the 20th century. 
3.3 Emergence of Descriptivist Usage Guide as Seen by Algeo 
While prescriptivism has been the dominant approach to usage guidance, it has not 
been the only approach. Algeo (1991: 6–11) has compiled a useful rundown of the 
variety of approaches employed in usage guide writing during the 20th century. 





Table 3: Typology of Usage Guides Developed by Algeo (1991) 
Group/Type Example Notes by Algeo 
Group 1: Subjective Moralizing. 
Based primarily on the knowledge 
and taste of the authors, with advice 
about which uses should be chosen 
and avoided 
  
Type 1: Based on personal 
information and prejudice 
Fowler (1926/2009): A Dictionary 
of Modern English Usage 
So-called ipse dixit variety; this 
is the most popular type of 
usage guide 
Type 2: Based on personal 
information, prejudice, and the 
recommendations of a panel giving 
colorful, idiosyncratic responses 
Morris and Morris (1975, 1985): 
Harper Dictionary of 
Contemporary Usage 
Camouflages its subjectivity 
and moralizing by invoking the 
responses of a panel of experts 
Type 3: Based on a summary of 
subjective moralizing and prejudice 
Copperud (1970, 1980): 
American Usage: The Consensus 
A transitional work; strives for 
objectivity by summarizing 
subjective moralizing 
Group 2: Objective Reporting 
Based primarily on information of 
several kinds gathered from various 
sources, with a minimum of editorial 
judgment and advice 
  
Type 4: Reporting opinions about use Leonard (1932): Current English 
Usage 
Abandons moralizing; gathers 
data on opinions on what actual 
usage is instead of opinions on 
what usage should be. 
Type 5: Reporting reports of use Marckwardt and Walcott (1938): 
Facts about Current English 
Usage 
Develops type 4 further; aims to 
collate data from reports of 
actual usage 
Type 6: Reporting use Bryant (1962): Current American 
Usage 
Reports actual usage based on 
first-hand evidence of actual 
usage 
Type 7: Reporting use, reports of use, 
opinions, and subjective moralizing 
Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of 
English Usage (1989) 
Apotheosis of usage guides; 
combines data on actual use 
with a review subjective 
guidance; “the best English 
usage book ever written”  
Source: Algeo (1991: 6–11) 
What makes Algeo’s classification interesting is the way it documents the 
methodological evolution of usage guidance during the 20th century. The starting 
point for this evolution was Fowler (1926/2009). 
As I noted in the previous section, with its subjective and prescriptive 
approach, Fowler (1926/2009) embraces the same underlying assumptions about the 
treatment of language as did the first prescriptive grammars and English usage 
guides published some 150 years earlier. 
But already at the time Fowler (1926/2009) was published new innovations 
and ideas had started to inform the study of language, and as the 20th century 
progressed, the authors of usage guides felt it was worthwhile to make use of these 




genre of usage guides in their attempts to base their treatment of usage on some form 
of quantitative evidence instead of merely on the opinions and prejudices of a single 
person. There are caveats, though. Algeo notes (1991: 9) that while Leonard (1932), 
a type 4 guide, attempted to gain objective data on usage, its methodology still left it 
uncertain whether its findings represented unvarnished direct observations or merely 
opinions. Similarly, a type 2 usage guide as represented by Morris (1975/1985) 
represented methodological progress at its time by invoking the authority of an 
expert panel instead of a single expert, but ultimately the scope of this innovation 
was limited as it simply replaced a single subjective and prescriptive voice with a 
group of subjective and prescriptive voices26 (Peters 2006: 764, Baron 1982: 232–4). 
Types 4, 5, and 6 can be viewed—especially in retrospect—as logical steps in 
an evolution toward an increasingly descriptive usage guidance that relies on 
empirical evidence of actual language use. As means of communication improved 
and available data on language increased, the authors of usage guides became more 
ambitious in their attempts to gather empirical evidence about language behavior to 
justify their usage guidance instead of merely adding new layers of commentary on 
usage guidance inherited from previous generations of commentators. As Busse and 
Schröder (2006: 470) note, “the general picture on the macro level of description and 
analysis is that the more recent usage guides take a more descriptive attitude than the 
early ones.” 
To sum up, I would argue that Algeo’s classification makes a valuable 
contribution to the study of usage guides. First, it shows how usage guides can be 
classified by their approach to their subject. Second, it documents how empirical 
evidence of actual language behavior has gradually been incorporated in the usage 
guides’ treatment of their subject, or as Straaijer (2016: 57) puts it, usage guides have 
become more “linguistic-oriented” over time. This development is hardly surprising, 
but what is remarkable about it is that it began as early as the 1930s, indicating that 
some scholars had already recognized the shortcomings of prescriptivism in the study 
of language and decided to try to develop new empirical methods to replace it.  
While these methodological innovations introduced more variety to the 
approaches to usage guidance, their overall influence has remained limited. Based on 
my analysis of the most prominent usage guides now in print, I would argue that the 
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distribution of usage guides is skewed heavily to the types 1 and 7, while the other 
usage guide types are comparatively rare. 
Otherwise very dissimilar books such as Grammar Girl's 101 Misused Words 
You'll Never Confuse Again by Mignon Fogarty (2011), Mind the Gaffe by R.L. 
Trask (2001), and Common Errors in English Usage by Paul Brians (2009) are 
modern iterations of type 1. For the most part, the authors do not moralize as 
prescriptive usage authorities of earlier generations often did, but they do seek to 
dispense guidance on what they consider is correct and what is not, relying 
ultimately on the ipse dixit principle. 
In contrast, Peters (2004) offers extensive treatments of usage problems and 
their histories, and it also illuminates its discussion with quantitative evidence of 
actual usage drawn from electronic corpora. The only thing that Peters (2004) does 
not do is to make normative judgments. Thus, Peters (2004) can be described as a 
paragon of a descriptivist usage guide which is based on modern linguistic 
scholarship and which deliberately refrains from differentiating between correct and 
incorrect. It can be classified, along with Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English 
Usage, as a type 7 usage guide. 
Garner (1998/2009) is something of a hybrid of types 1 and 7. It fits the 
definition of a type 7 guide by relying on evidence of actual language behavior 
drawn from electronic corpora. It also presents detailed discussions about the history 
of various prescriptions. Simultaneously, it qualifies as a type 1 usage guide in that 
its guidance is self-avowedly prescriptive.  
Arguably, Algeo’s typology could form a basis for a classification of usage 
guides. However, because the actual distribution of usage guides now in print is so 
heavily skewed toward only a few types of guides, I will introduce in the next section 
a theoretically less ambitious classification of usage guides based primarily on the 
guides’ formal features.  
3.4 Classification of Usage Guides 
3.4.1 Classic Usage Guides 
Within the framework of this study, I define a classic usage guide as follows. 1) Its 
content is arranged alphabetically in a dictionary-like fashion. 2) It attempts to treat 
disputed usages comprehensively even if the length of its individual entries is 




extending to several pages. 4) Justifications for guidance can include appeals to 
logic, grammar, aesthetics, lexicology, examples of actual use, frequency of use, 
balance of opinion among members of a usage panel, and the ipse dixit principle. 
The best-known usage guides of the 20th century belong to this category. 
These books and their updated and revised editions form the core of the genre. 
Among them are: Fowler (1926/2009), Partridge (1963), Bernstein (1965), Follett 
(1966), Morris and Morris (1975/1985), MWDEU27 (1989/1995), Burchfield (1996), 
Garner (1998/2009), Trask (2001), and Peters (2004). 
An important caveat is that although the small group of the most prominent 
usage guides attracts most commercial sales and scholarly attention, new usage 
guides are continuously being published. For example, HUGE database contains 62 
usage guides published between 1900 and 2010, and Garner (2009) lists more than 
three-hundred books on English usage that have been published since 1900.  
3.4.2 Style and Writing Guides 
Style and writing guides typically differ from classic usage guides at least in two 
respects: whereas usage guides are typically reference books that treat their material 
in alphabetical order, style and writing guides typically present their material in 
narrative form in thematic chapters. They may contain catalogues of rules and 
prescriptions. 
The purpose of style and writing guides is to impart advice on what is 
considered correct and good writing. They do not try to treat their subject 
comprehensively; instead, their chief objective is to explain what are the main points 
of good writing and style. Typically, style and writing guides adopt a broadly 
prescriptive approach. Most famous and influential representatives of this book type 
are probably Strunk and White (1959/2000) and Gowers (1954/1986)28. Cioffi (2015) 
is a present-day representative of this book type, and it is more descriptive in its 
approach than Strunk and White (1959/2000) and Gowers (1954/1986). 
Style and writing guides have attracted less scholarly attention than usage 
guides, but there are exceptions, the most prominent being Strunk and White 
                                                 
27 MWDEU=Merriam-Webster Dictionary of English Usage; see bibliographical abbreviations on 
page 64. 
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(1959/2000). Strunk and White (1959/2000) was originally a privately published 
teaching aide used by professor William Strunk in English composition classes at 
Cornell University in 1918 (Garvey 2009: 11–15). It was later revised by Strunk’s 
former student E.B. White, who had become a prominent writer (Garvey 2009: 57–
84). Strunk and White (1959/2000) manifests prescriptivism. Although it is not a 
classic usage guide, it has been an influential authority on language owing to its 
widespread use as a college-level writing manual especially in the United States. In 
fact, Strunk and White (1959/2000) has been so popular that an entire book (Garvey 
2009) has been written about it. It has also been repeatedly and vehemently criticized 
for its approach and treatment of usage and grammar by one of the most prominent 
modern grammarians Geoffrey Pullum (see e.g. Pullum 2004, 2009, and 2010). 
Consequently, Strunk and White (1959/2000) holds a prominent place in the 
discourse community of usage guides without being a classic usage guide as defined 
in section 3.4.1. 
3.4.3 Miscellaneous Usage Guides and Books on Usage 
This third group of books about usage can be split into two subgroups. The first 
group is miscellaneous usage guides which are typically related to some profession 
or trade of which writing is an integral part such as journalism, law, engineering, and 
administration. The second group comprises various commentaries and discussions 
of usage. 
The representatives of the first group often resemble classic usage guides in 
their organization and treatment of their subject, but they tend to be less 
comprehensive and thorough. For example, they typically contain no examples 
drawn from actual use. Their primary purpose is simply to dispense usage guidance 
with minimum attention paid to the justification for the guidance that they offer.  
These usage guides are often published by some institution or authority as 
detailed guidelines for texts written within their sphere of activity. In addition to 
purely linguistic material, these usage guides can contain glossaries of technical 
terms and proper names, and various encyclopedic information. Occasionally they 
also contain short treatments of writing style. These usage guides are usually 
intended for internal use, but sometimes they are marketed to the public. 
Examples of the institutions that have published their own usage guides 




Guardian, Associated Press), publishing houses (Chicago University Press, Oxford 
University Press), trade groups and learned societies (The Society of Petroleum 
Engineers, American Horticultural Society), courts of law and legal authorities 
(Supreme Court of California), and governmental agencies (National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration, Central Intelligence Agency). One website lists and 
provides links to 91 of these miscellaneous usage guides (OnlineStylebooks.com 
2016). 
Some of these usage guides, especially the ones in the field of journalism or 
publishing, can be quite influential as commercial products and authorities on usage 
in their particular field. The most prominent examples of this type of usage guides 
are Associated Press Stylebook (apstylebook.com 2016) and The Chicago Manual of 
Style (Chicago 2003). In fact, both the Associated Press Stylebook and The Chicago 
Manual of Style are so widely recognized and influential reference works on usage 
especially in the United States that they would be equally fruitful subjects as 
authorities on language as, say, Fowler (1926/2009) or Garner (1998/2009).  
Finally, the other subgroup among miscellaneous books on usage is various 
commentaries of usage. These books typically combine elements of a classic usage 
guide and writing manual, but their main purpose is often to complain about the 
erosion of language standards. They espouse and try to reaffirm prescriptivist 
attitudes about language. Some prominent examples of this type are Simon (1981), 
Barzun (1985), Truss (2003), and Humphrys (2004). 
4 Research Question 
I have now defined the main theoretical concepts that inform the discussion about 
usage guides. I have also identified the main identifying characteristics of usage 
guides and sketched an outline of the main developments in the history of usage 
guides. 
I will now devote the remaining part of this study to an attempt to answer my 
research question, which can be defined as follows: to what extent has the usage 
guidance as manifested in the leading U.S. usage guides influenced actual language 




In other words, I will try to analyze how closely actual language use has been 
in alignment with usage prescription in American English at the turn of the 
millennium. 
I would argue that this investigation has scientific merit. Based on my reading 
of available secondary literature on usage guides and prescriptivism, there has been 
little research done on how prescriptive usage guidance has shaped actual language 
behavior. According to Peters (2006: 770–1), “on countless points of usage, research 
is needed to examine both questions, to see whether prescriptive publications are in 
tune with the language practices of their time; and whether or not common usage 
subsequently falls into line.”  
Answering the questions outlined by Peters is relevant because it will 
augment our understanding about how language change works and, so I hope, 
generate facts about the relevance of usage guides and the efficacy of language 
prescription. This would serve a useful purpose since the discussion about these 
topics has often been characterized less by its reliance on facts and more by its 
emotionally charged tone, as shown in the titles of two recent books about it, The 
Language Wars (Hitchings 2011) and The Fight for English (Crystal 2007a). 
5 Methodology and Data 
5.1 Methodology 
In my study, I will rely on corpus linguistics. Corpus linguistics has been defined as 
“the study or analysis of language through the use of (computer) corpora” (Leech et 
al. 2009: 24) and as a method of linguistic analysis which uses a collection of 
naturally occurring or “real world” texts known as corpus (Corpus Linguistics 2012). 
More specifically, for the purposes of this study I will collate a sample of three 
shibboleths or disputed usages from the usage guides that were published in the 
United States in the mid-1960s (Bernstein 1965, Follett 1966) and at the turn of the 
millennium (Garner 1998/2009). The shibboleths as they are presented in Bernstein 
(1965) and Follett (1966) will form the starting point of my analysis, and Garner’s 
(1998/2009) treatment of these shibboleths will serve as a point of reference in two 




shibboleths has evolved, and second, I will able to analyze to what extent the 
present-day usage guidance is in alignment with actual language use. 
I will cross-reference the shibboleths in my sample with information in 
HUGE or the Hyper Usage Guide of English; HUGE is a database that combines a 
wide-ranging and extensively cross-refenced catalogue of usage guides starting from 
Baker (1770). Information in HUGE along with COHA or the Corpus of Historical 
American English will enable me to date the origins of the shibboleths in my sample 
and gauge their prominence.  
Ultimately, at the core of my analysis, I will juxtapose my sample with 
evidence on actual language use that I will draw from the Corpus of Contemporary 
American English or COCA. Basically, I will try to determine the degree to which 
actual language use conforms to linguistic prescriptions as manifested in my sample 
of shibboleths. 
My methodological approach can be described as diachronic in the sense that 
I will try to track how usage guidance has evolved over time, but it also has a 
synchronic dimension because I am trying to chart the interplay of language 
prescription and language behavior at the same specific point of time, namely the late 
1990s and early 2000s. 
Additionally, my approach can be categorized as empirically oriented in that I 
will attempt to make inferences in a bottom-up manner based on my observations 
about the data in COCA and COHA, or to put this in another way, I will subject my 
“quantitative results to qualitative scrutiny” (Leech et al. 2009: 31–32). My 
investigation will also display the two typical stages of corpus linguistics: formal 
identification and functional interpretation (Leech et al. 2009: 32). What is meant by 
formal identification with reference to my study is that I will attempt to discern 
whether the distributional patterns of the shibboleths in my sample differ among the 
various genres within COCA in particular. As to functional interpretation, I will try 
to see whether any external factors can explain variance in the distributional patterns 
of the shibboleths in my sample. For example, in case there is variance in the 
efficacy or “stickiness” of a prescription among different text genres in COCA, one 





5.2.1 Databases: HUGE, COCA, and COHA 
5.2.1.1 HUGE 
HUGE or the Hyper Usage Guide of English (2014) is a database which was 
established as a sub-project of Bridging the Unbridgeable, an academic research 
project based at Leiden University and led by Professor Ingrid Tieken-Boon van 
Ostade. Its goal is to “close the gap between the three main players in the field of 
prescriptivism: the linguists themselves, the prescriptivists (as writers of usage 
guides) and those who depend upon such manuals.”29 
HUGE contains a selection of 123 usage problems collated from 77 usage 
guides published between 1770 and 2010; in other words, only a small amount of 
content from the usage guides featured in HUGE has been entered in the database 
and is searchable. Additionally, it includes a batch of bibliographic information on 
secondary sources that discuss usage guides and problems. This batch of 
bibliographic information contains 292 references to academic articles or books. The 
search functions in the database are extensive and allow users conduct detailed and 
cross-referenced searches. 
5.2.1.2 COCA 
COCA stands for the Corpus of Contemporary American English; as its name 
suggests, it is an electronic corpus of American English drawn from a variety of 
genres (COCA 2016). COCA was created by Professor Mark Davies, and it is 
maintained at Brigham Young University. In May 2016, COCA contained more than 
520 million words of text and is equally divided among spoken, fiction, popular 
magazines, newspapers, and academic texts. 
New texts are added to the database every year; this means that it is a 
“monitor corpus.” A monitor corpus is a corpus that expands over time. In contrast to 
monitor corpora, there are “static corpora” such as the Brown Corpus and the British 
National Corpus (Davies 2010: 447). 
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According to its creator, COCA makes available unique data about the 
ongoing changes in English because it is “the first large-scale monitor corpus of any 
language, which is balanced between a number of different genres” (Davies 2010: 
462). Its usefulness in tracking language change is attributable to at least two factors 
(Davies 2010: 462). First, it is the first corpus that was designed from the get-go to 
function as a monitor corpus with continuous updates and strict maintenance of 
balance among different genres. Second, its architecture and user interface enable 
fast and extensive searches by various variables such as lemma, part of speech, 
collocates, and synonyms; additionally, COCA offers detailed information about the 
frequency of occurrence of different words and phrases. Its creator claims that 
COCA is the first reliable monitor corpus of English (Davies 2010: 462). 
5.2.1.3 COHA  
COHA stands for the Corpus of Historical American English. Like COCA, it was 
created and is being maintained at Brigham Young University under the leadership 
of professor Mark Davies (COHA 2016). COHA is an electronic corpus of American 
English drawn from a variety of genres between 1810s and 2000s. It is balanced by 
genre and by decade, and it contains more than 400 million words of text, making it 
the largest structured corpus of historical English (COHA 2016). 
5.2.1.4 Three American Usage Guides 
The American usage guides from which I collated my sample of three shibboleths for 
closer study are The Careful Writer by Theodore Bernstein (1965), Modern 
American Usage by Wilson Follett (1966) and A Dictionary of Modern American 
Usage by Bryan Garner (1998/2009). 
All three books are classic usage guides as defined in section 3.4.1; thus, they 
are core material for the study of usage guides. Their content is composed of 
traditional shibboleths that are arranged alphabetically in a dictionary-like fashion; 
their guidance is prescriptive; their argumentation combines examples of incorrect 
usage with prescriptions justified by appeals to structural, logical, statistical, 
historical, social, aesthetic considerations and ultimately ipse dixit pronouncements. 
All three fit perfectly into the continuum of usage guides that are a part of the 
prescription stage of the language standardization (cf. Tieken-Boon 2008: 20–1). 
Among the authors of the usage guides, Bernstein (1904–1979) was a 




had no formal training in linguistics, but in his profession he acquired a considerable 
knowledge of written English usage. In 1951, Bernstein was appointed as the 
assistant managing editor of the New York Times, tasked with improving the writing 
and the editing at the newspaper. In all, he wrote or co-wrote seven books on English 
and usage (Smith 1979). Bernstein could exhibit strong prescriptivism, but at the 
same time he was equally capable of discussing usage analytically and change his 
views based on empirical observations30. 
Follett (1887–1963) was a distinguished writer and educator. He is best-
known for Modern American Usage, which was published three years after his death 
(Cooke 2012). It should be noted that even as Follett is credited as the author of 
Modern American Usage, it was seen to its completion by a group of contributors led 
by Jacques Barzun31, a famous American man of letters (Follett 1966: vi–vii). Thus, 
it is debatable to what extent Follett is the sole author of the prescriptions attributed 
to him. What we can safely assume is that both Follett and Barzun shared a 
prescriptive approach to usage. Barzun’s prescriptive views are on display, for 
example, in his own book on language titled Simple and Direct (Barzun 1985). 
Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966) share a characteristic that is worth 
pointing out because of its relevancy to the study of usage guides and prescriptivism: 
both books explicitly challenge and even reject the ideas and findings of the 
linguistic scholarship of their day, an attitude that often—though not always—is a 
distinctive feature of usage guides.  
Follett (1966: 3) begins his book with a claim that there is “a right way to use 
words and construct sentences, and many wrong ways.” According to him, this claim 
is accepted without a quibble by the majority of Americans ranging from “the 
proverbial plain man to the professional writer.” 
 
Against this majority view is the doctrine of an embattled minority, who make up for their 
small number by their great learning and their place of authority in the school system and the 
world of scholarship. They are the professional linguists, who deny that there is such a thing as 
correctness. The language, they say, is what anybody and everybody speaks (Follett 1966: 3). 
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as a sentence adverbial with measured and descriptive discussions about its use in 1971 and 1977 (see 
Bernstein 1971: 50–2 and 1977: 105). Additionally, Bernstein (1971) wrote an entire usage guide to 
debunk “outmoded rules of English usage”.  
31 For a profile of Barzun, see Rothstein (2012). According to various databases, Barzun published at 
least two other guides on the use of English in addition to editing Follett (1966). Hitchings (2011: 





A few pages later, Follett (1966: 6–7) states that the editors of the third edition of the 
Webster’s New International Dictionary made an error in claiming that many 
“cultivated speakers” use ain’t in speech; in Follett’s narrative, these cultivated 
speakers had a different impression and eventually disproved the statistical evidence 
supporting the original claim made in the Webster’s Third. In other words, the 
common sense of the cultivated speakers triumphed over the ivory tower sophism of 
linguistic scholars.  
Bernstein adopts a similar stance, stating that his motives for writing a usage 
guide is in part to offer a corrective to “the twisting of our language, which is being 
encouraged by linguists and teachers who find it easier to follow their sometimes 
benighted charges than to lead them. The issue is not so much ‘corruption’ of the 
language as it is a withering away of the ability to use it for coherent communication, 
especially in writing” (Bernstein 1965: ix). Bernstein then launches a lengthy and 
detailed critique of “structural linguists” who “attempt at an objective description of 
language” and “eschew moral evaluations” (Bernstein 1965: ix). In fairness, while 
Bernstein’s introduction is in places passionate in its argumentation, it is not an 
indiscriminate attack against linguistic scholarship or a blind refusal to accept the 
concept of language change. Bernstein quotes from linguistic research of his day, and 
he attempts to differentiate between various approaches to language, while arguing 
that prescriptivism has merit in the domain of formal writing (Bernstein 1965: xii–
xv).  
What makes the introductions to Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966) 
interesting is how they reflect the battle lines between prescriptivism and 
descriptivism at the time of their writing. In the early 1960s, conservative 
commentators and authorities on language saw structural linguistics (OCEL s.v. 
structural linguistics) as a threat because it gave intellectual justification to 
permissiveness and variation in language use, developments that conservative 
commentators on language opposed. The most emotive signpost of this new 
permissiveness—real or imagined—was the publication of the Webster’s Third in 
1961.32 This broadly descriptive dictionary became a flashpoint in debates about how 
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language should be treated, taught, and used. Thus, in the historical timeline of 
language standardization in English, Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966) did not 
emerge in a vacuum. They were prescriptive responses to descriptive developments. 
The first edition of Garner (1998/2009)33 was not the first prominent and 
comprehensive usage guide dedicated to American English since the publication of 
Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966). For example, Harper Dictionary of 
Contemporary Usage by Morris and Morris was published in 1975 and Merriam-
Webster's Dictionary of English Usage (MWDEU) in 1989. However, it differs from 
its immediate predecessors in that it harks back to Fowler (1926/2009) in identifying 
a single person in its title as the source of its linguistic guidance instead of calling on 
the authority of a publishing house. Along with MWDEU (1989), it is the most 
prominent usage guide of American English currently in print. 
A thorough analysis of Garner (1998/2009) falls outside the scope of this 
study, but a few observations should be made. First, as an author Garner34 (1998: xi–
xiv) unequivocally positions himself as a prescriptivist successor to the tradition of 
Fowler (1926/2009), Bernstein (1965), and Follett (1966) by referring to them 
explicitly. Second, regardless of one’s views on the merits of usage guidance and 
language prescription35, Garner (1998/2009) is a key resource in the study of usage 
guides and prescriptivism because it contains vast quantities of various primary and 
secondary information on usage, usage guides, and language prescription, apart from 
being a comprehensive modern usage guide. It draws on electronic databases, 
opinions of a panel of experts, and extensive knowledge about the history of 
prescriptivism and individual usage problems; it combines its considerable 
                                                 
Webster’s Third sparked. The latest book-long discussion of the Webster’s Third is The Story of Ain't: 
America, Its Language, and the Most Controversial Dictionary Ever Published by David Skinner 
(2013). 
33 As of this writing, four editions of Garner have been published. For the purposes of this study, I 
have used the first edition published in 1998 and the third edition published in 2009. The main content 
of these editions, the treatment of various usage problems in alphabetical order, has remained largely 
unchanged, but Garner has added new material in the form essays on usage, the so-called language-
change index, and various indexes and bibliographies. When it has been necessary to refer specifically 
to either the 1998 or the 2009 edition, I have used only that particular year in my citation. 
34 Bryan A. Garner was born in 1958. He is a lawyer by training, and has written extensively on legal 
writing and English usage. He maintains a website: www.lawprose.org (accessed 15 May 2016) 
35 For critical views by academic linguists on the ideas espoused by Garner, see McArthur (1999) and 





scholarship with a multi-faceted treatment of its subject matter. David Foster 
Wallace has described Garner’s version of a prescriptive usage guide as follows36: 
 
[A Dictionary of Modern American Usage] is a feel-good usage dictionary in the very best 
sense of feel-good. The book’s spirit marries rigor and humility in such a way as to let Garner 
be extremely prescriptive without any appearance of evangelism or elitist put-down. This is 
an extraordinary accomplishment (Wallace 2006: 78). 
 
Third, Garner (1998/2009) illustrates the quickening pace of usage guide publishing: 
the fourth edition of the book was published in the spring of 201637; thus, in less than 
20 years four distinct editions of Garner (1998/2009) have appeared. One can 
compare this to the intervals of the publication of the new editions of Fowler 
(1926/2009). Fowler’s second edition was published in 1965, third in 1996 
(Burchfield 1996), and fourth in 2015; thus, Garner reached its fourth edition in 18 
years while Fowler did so in 89 years. 
During its comparably short publishing history, the name of the book has 
evolved. Its third edition was renamed as Garner’s Modern American Usage, and the 
fourth edition is Garner’s Modern English Usage38. In the context of usage guides, 
this is hardly surprising. As the proper name Hoyle is recognized as the ultimate 
arbiter of the correct rules of card games, Fowler (1926/2009) and Strunk and White 
(2000) have attained a similar status as the arbiters between right and wrong in the 
domain of English usage and writing. Hence, they can be used as metonymic 
shorthand for authorities on language as in “Look it up in Fowler” or “It says so in 
Strunk and White.” It appears that Garner (1998/2009) aspires to similar status as an 
authority on usage. 
5.3 A Sample of Usage Problems 
A prerequisite for a study about the efficacy of individual language prescriptions 
requires the identification of a sample of individual usage problems or shibboleths. 
This raises a question: what criterion or criteria should be adopted for the forming of 
the sample? The question is obvious, the answer is not. 
                                                 
36 Wallace’s extensive essay was originally published in 1999. It uses Garner’s book as springboard 
for a wide-ranging and informative discussion about language prescription and its interplay with 
linguistic scholarship and the philosophy of science. 
37 For a review about the newest edition of Garner, see Brenner (2016). 





There are a few practical factors which create immediate problems. First, 
although disputed usages form only a small fragment of English language, they are 
still numerous: for example, among the classic usage guides currently in print, 
Bernstein (1965) has about two thousand entries, MWDEU 2,300, Peters (2004) four 
thousand, and Garner (1998/2009) six thousand. In the light of these figures, a 
problem-specific qualitative analysis of even a comparably small share, say 10%, of 
the total stock would be a massive undertaking.  
What adds to the difficulty in forming a sample is that entries can differ 
greatly in the form and treatment of their subject. They can range from simple 
pronunciation and spelling instructions to long essays on various general points or 
themes relevant to usage. For example, Garner (1998/2009) has an entry on 
commercialese, or jargon specific to the world of commerce, and on mouses, an 
explanation why the plural for the devices used with computers is morphologically 
different from the plural denoting a small rodent. Considering the kaleidoscopic 
variety of usage problems, classifying them according to their characteristics would 
be a demanding task, but it can be attempted with some success as was done in 
section 2.1.3. On a general theoretical plane, there are groups of usage problems that 
share similar linguistic traits, and members of these groups can therefore be treated 
as manifestations of the same problem or phenomenon. 
There are caveats, of course. A usage problem can exhibit several different 
linguistic features simultaneously, and these features can overlap, making precise 
differentiation difficult. Nevertheless, a classification of usage problems according to 
their distinctive properties makes it possible to calculate roughly the distribution of 
various kinds of usage problems, forming a base for some kind of quantitative 
analysis of the relevance of different usage problems.  
Practical experience and both anecdotal and quantitative studies39 show that 
some usage problems are more prominent than others. Using prominence as criterion 
for selecting usage problems for closer study is naturally possible, even if its 
drawback is that it can be a subjective and nebulous. For example, Busse and 
Schröder (2010b: 93) simply chose “two notorious cases of divided or even disputed 
usage” for their closer analysis of how usage guidance aligns with actual language 
                                                 
39 Crystal (2000) is an example of an anecdotal study: it is a collection of general public’s annoyances 
or pet peeves about usage. Lunsford and Lunsford (2008) is an example of a quantitative study: it is an 




use. Alternatively, since some type of usage problems occur more frequently than 
others, their frequency among the total stock can be used as a criterion (see e.g. 
Lunsford and Lunsford 2008 and Algeo 1991: 12). 
With these considerations in mind, I have chosen a small sample of three 
usage problems, which are flaunt/flout, decimate and hopefully, based on the 
following criteria.  
First, all three belong to the most numerous category of usage problems, 
namely diction/lexicon (Algeo 1991: 12). Second, their status as disputed usages 
stems from different considerations. Flaunt/flout involves the blurring of semantics; 
decimate concerns the word’s etymological meaning being supplanted by a new 
meaning; hopefully is about an established word rapidly acquiring a new sense and 
function to fill a gap in the lexicon. Third, all three represent well-established and 
prominent usage problems, with hopefully belonging to the set of the most widely 
recognized and emotive shibboleths. Third, all three are featured in HUGE, Bernstein 
(1965), Follett (1966), and Garner (1998/2009). 
The size of this sample is small, but I would argue it serves its purposes in 
this study. It allows to test the usefulness of HUGE and COHA in tracking the 
origins of various usage problems and the usefulness of COCA in analyzing the 
efficacy of language prescriptions on actual language use. 
6 Analysis of Individual Shibboleths 
6.1 Confusion over the Meaning of Flaunt and Flout 
The shibboleth about the verbs flaunt and flout involves confusion about their 
semantics. In HUGE, the shibboleth is described as the “[u]se of the verbs to flaunt 
and to flout”, and the verb pair has been assigned tags verb, semantics, and lexis. In 
the typology of shibboleths developed for this study, the objections arising from the 
use of flaunt in place of flout and vice versa can be categorized as a Type 3 problem: 
the distinct meanings of two or more words—which typically resemble each other in 
some manner—have become blurred, and this results in a mismatch between the 
speaker’s intended meaning and the word used to convey it.40 As I noted in my 
                                                 




discussion of various shibboleths, this kind of confusion over words that resemble 
each other is a comparatively common phenomenon.  
Prescriptivists view flaunt and flout as perfectly unmarked and idiomatic as 
discrete verbs. What they object to is the use of flaunt in place of flout. 
 
Of these two, flout is almost never misused, whereas flaunt is misused about half the 
time…Now for the more common error; in each of the following examples flout is the word 
that was meant: “I hope that no parents, by their examples, will teach their children to flaunt 
the law”; “The Secretary charged the South Korean Government with ‘unilateral action’ 
flaunting the authority of the United Nations Command” (Bernstein 1965 s.v. flaunt, flout). 
 
Confusion about these terms is so distressingly common that some dictionaries have thrown 
in the towel and now treat flaunt as a synonym of flout. But the words are best kept separate. 
Flout has always meant “to contravene and disregard; to treat with contempt.” The word 
almost never causes a problem… Flaunt predominantly means “to show off or parade 
(something) in an ostentatious manner,”… but the word is often incorrectly used for flout, 
perhaps because it is misunderstood as a telescoped version of flout and flaunt—e.g.: “In 
Washington, the White House issued a statement that deplored the Nigerian Government’s 
‘flaunting [read flouting] of even the most basic international norms and universal standards 
of human rights’”41 (Garner 2009 s.v. flaunt; flout). 
 
Follett (1966) has no separate entry on flaunt and flout, but the pair is featured in a 
thematic entry labelled “Dangerous Pairs,” which is an extended discussion about 
“the words that speakers and writers often interchange to the detriment of their 
meaning.” Follett (1966 s.v. Dangerous Pairs) lists seventy-three such pairs and notes 
that “[o]nly a few of those listed warrant the additional space for comments; all can 
be differentiated with the aid of a dictionary.” Hence, Follett (1966) shares the same 
concern as Bernstein (1965) and Garner (1998/2009), but unlike Bernstein and 
Garner, sees little merit in discussing separately each potential instance of blurred 
semantics.42 
According to HUGE, the shibboleth about flaunt and flout was first discussed 
in H.W. Horwill’s A Dictionary of Modern American Usage published in 1935. 
Despite its brevity, Horwill’s discussion of flaunt and flout parallels Bernstein’s 
                                                 
41 What is noteworthy and interesting about Garner’s example of a faulty use of flaunting is that it is a 
part of an official statement by the U.S. Government. Thus, in this instance the shibboleth about flaunt 
manifests itself in a context where blurred semantics could have real-world consequences.  
42 In refraining from elucidating semantic differences of individual “dangerous pairs” in a dictionary-
like presentation, Follett (1966) stands in an illuminating contrast to Brians (2009), which is organized 
as a catalogue of individual juxtapositions of words and phrases that are deemed to merit usage 





(1965) and Garner’s (1998/2009) entries, suggesting that the nature and 
argumentation associated with the shibboleth has remained unchanged over time. 
Flaunt may sometimes be found in Am. in the sense of flout. ‘Though a temperate discussion 
of the desirability of birth control, the treatise, flaunting many accepted conceptions and 
values of the period, did not escape court action’ (Diet. Am. Biog. x. 472). ‘Young men and 
women who are tasting the first heady joys of earning their own living are not readily 
amenable to parental discipline. When self-support appears easy, the temptation to flaunt 
family control is very great’ (M.A. Elliott and F.E. Merrill, Social Disorganization, 573). 
(Horwill 1935 s.v. flaunt). 
Remarkably, Horwill’s treatment of the shibboleth makes no judgment on whether it 
is acceptable or not to use flaunt in the sense flout. As I have noted before43, 
Horwill’s guidance is purely descriptive and thus in contrast to the approaches of 
Bernstein (1965) and Garner (1998/2009). 
The rise in the use of flaunt in place of flout appears to have started in the 
early 1920s. MWDEU (s.v. flaunt) dates the first appearance of the error in its files 
to 1918, and states that “a new and curious error” of confusing flaunt with flout was 
discussed in a letter to the editor sent to the San Francisco Chronicle in 1932. Soanes 
(2012) notes that its first recorded example in the files of the Oxford English 
Dictionary is from 1923. Both MWDEU and Burchfield (1996 s.v. flaunt, flout) date 
the rise in the use of flaunt in place of flout to the 1940s, with Burchfield (1996 s.v. 
flaunt, flout) adding that there is no evidence of its occurrence prior to the 20th 
century. 
These findings can be compared with data available in COHA44, where the 
first sample containing the confusion about flaunt appears in a magazine text 
published in 1927. “The law is flaunted and degraded when even the guilty are 
convicted by lawless methods” (COHA 1927: #28;45 emphasis original). After the 
Table 4: Occurrence of Flaunt* in COHA by Decade 
 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 
total 99 85 96 62 46 42 48 55 81 61 
standard 99 85 95 58 45 38 46 51 80 58 
confused 0 0 1 4 1 4 2 4 1 3 
frequency** 
of confused 
0 0 0.04 0.16 0.04 0.16 0.08 0.17 0.04 0.11 
*A lemma search of flaunt; **per million words  
                                                 
43 See page 16. 
44 In defining the temporal extent of my sample drawn from COHA, I decided to go back two decades 
in time from the initial reports in other sources about the emergence of confusion about flaunt. 





initial occurrence, the frequency of the confusion about flaunt rose and then 
remained stable over the decades until the 1990s as Table 4 on the previous page 
suggests. 
Two conclusions can be drawn based on the data in COHA. First, the data in 
COHA agrees with the dating of the first occurrence of the confusion about flaunt in 
other sources discussed in previous paragraphs. Second, while the frequency of the 
confusion about flaunt has remained stable and low, it has been sufficiently 
pronounced make the confusion about flaunt an object of usage concern.  
It is worth noting that there is no entry on flaunt and flout in the original 
edition of Fowler’s A Dictionary of Modern English Usage published in 1926. 
Because Fowler’s book provides an overview—albeit a highly subjective one—of 
contemporaneous concerns associated with usage in Britain in the mid-1920s, the 
omission of flaunt and flout in Fowler (1926/2009) and its inclusion in Horwill 
(1935) offer some indirect evidence that the blurring of their meanings was possibly 
more widespread in the United States than in Britain at the time, making it an object 
of usage concern first in the United States. 
This assumption is further supported by the fact that the earliest reference 
from 1918 to the confusion is in the files of Merriam-Webster’s, which is an 
American publisher of dictionaries. In contrast, the first discussion of flaunt in a 
British usage guide is in the first edition of Partridge’s Usage and Abusage published 
in 1942. 
After it entered the canon of shibboleths, the confusion about flaunt has been 
included in 63% of the usage guides that have been published since Horwill (1935) 
and are included in HUGE (see Chart 1 on the following page). This proves that 
there is widespread concern among prescriptivists about its use. 
The shibboleth has also been featured in several usage guides published since 
2000 (e.g. Trask 2001, Peters 2004, Brians 2009, Garner 1998/2009). In other words, 






Chart 1: Occurrence of flaunt/flout in HUGE
 
 
While the shibboleth about flaunt and flout is firmly established, it has 
attracted little scholarly attention. It has no references in HUGE’s bibliography of 
secondary sources on usage. This can be compared with the average number of 
references for a usage problem in HUGE, which is 4.9. An explanation for the lack 
of secondary analysis on the shibboleth about flaunt and flout could be its linguistic 
simplicity: scholars writing about usage may have seen little merit in discussing a 
straightforward confusion associated with meaning of two verbs whose respective 
spellings resemble each other. 
To sum up: the nature and history of the shibboleth about flaunt and flout are 
straightforward and well-documented. Now the final question remains: to what 
extent has the prescription—as manifested in Bernstein (1965), Follett (1966), and 
Garner (1998/2009)—against the use of flaunt in place of flout influenced the actual 
language use in the United States? Based on the information in COHA and COCA in 
Table 5 below, two observations can be made.  
 












1960s  48 2 4.2% 0.08 
1990–1999 404 24 5.9% 0.12 
2006–2015 433 14 3.2% 0.06 
1990–2015 1090 58 5.3% 0.11 
*Lemma search of flaunt 
 
First, the confusion about flaunt made itself visible rarely in 1960s during the time 
that Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966) issued their prescriptions against it. Second, 
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and in 1990–2015. A calculation based on information in COCA allows us to make a 
further observation. The number of instances containing the confusion about flaunt 
was 24 in 1990–1999. It had fallen to 14 in 2006–2015. Additionally, the frequency 
of the confusion about flaunt had halved from 0.12 in 1990–1999 to 0.06 in 2006–
2015. The relative change in the frequency figure is considerable at 50.0%, but 
because flaunt is used very rarely in its confused sense, relative changes in its 
frequency are bound to fluctuate so greatly that making meaningful conclusions 
about them is difficult. Rather, these figures point to a simple conclusion: the use of 
flaunt in its confused has remained broadly stable from the 1990s to the present day. 
It is also possible to compare the data in COCA with the data about the use of 
flaunt in the Oxford English Corpus. According to Soanes (2012), “over 5% of total 
examples” of flaunt in the Oxford English Corpus are instances of the confused use. 
This cross-checking suggests that the material in COCA portrays accurately the 
distribution of the various uses of flaunt. 
What is now undetermined is how to interpret this finding. Does the current 
5% confusion rate in the use of flaunt show that the prescription about the use of 
flaunt is being observed or flouted? 
Garner (1998/2009 s.v. flaunt; flout) draws the latter conclusion and 
characterizes the use of flaunt in place of flout as “distressingly common,” and both 
(Garner 1998/2009) and Soanes (2012) note that the confusion’s prevalence has led 
to its inclusion in many dictionaries. Additionally, in the 2009 edition of his book, 
Garner categorizes the use of flaunt in place of flout as a “Stage 3” form in his 
Language-Change Index, meaning that the form in question has become 
“commonplace even among many well-educated people but is still avoided in careful 
usage” (Garner 2009: xxxv). In other words, Garner claims that the prescription 
against the use of flaunt in place of flout may have lost much of its efficacy. 
Garner’s conclusion can be compared with the quantitative information in 
COCA that has been discussed above. As stated before, the confused use of flaunt 
occurs so rarely that making a categorical conclusion about its frequency is difficult. 
That said, if taken at its face value, quantitative evidence drawn from COCA actually 
points to a decline in the use of confused flaunt from the 1990s to the present day, 
contradicting Garner’s (1998/2009) observation about the “distressing” rise in the 




Obviously, we cannot possibly identify the motives of language users, but the 
quantitative evidence in COCA suggests that majority of them has continued to 
observe the shibboleth about flaunt comparatively diligently. This means that while 
the shibboleth about flaunt has failed to eradicate the use of flaunt in place of flout, it 
is certainly in alignment with actual language behavior. 
6.2 Decimate in the Meaning of to Destroy Completely 
The shibboleth about the verb decimate concerns the link between its meaning and its 
original etymology. In HUGE, the shibboleth is described as the “use in the sense to 
destroy large proportion of or even obliterate rather than destroy one tenth of,” and 
the verb has been assigned tags verb, etymology, semantics. In the typology of 
shibboleths developed for this study, the objections to the use of decimate can be 
categorized as a Type 2 problem46: a word is used with a sense that clashes with 
logic, custom, or etymology. 
The usage concern about decimate is rooted in the etymology of decimate, 
which can be traced back to Ancient Rome and Latin. The Latin verb decimāre 
means “to punish every tenth man chosen by a lot” (Burchfield 1996 s.v. decimate). 
In practice, the punishment was typically execution, and it was occasionally used by 
Roman commanders dissatisfied with the performance of their troops (Polybious 
2010: 398–9). To quote Suetonius’ (2011: 63) narrative about the emperor Augustus: 
“He decimated cohorts if they fell back in battle…” Hence, if etymology is invoked 
as the ultimate determinant on how decimate is to be used, in its narrowest sense it 
means “to kill, destroy, or remove one in every ten [emphasis original] of 
(something)” (Burchfield 1996 s.v. decimate).  
But as discussions by Bernstein (1965) and Garner (1998/2009) show, the 
current standard definition of decimate is broader, the key distinction being that 
when decimate is used, the killing, removal or destruction associated with it should 
be considerable but not total. 
 
Although the word literally means to take a tenth part of, it may legitimately be used by 
extension to mean to destroy a considerable part of. Any further extension, as in the 
following sentence, is improper: “In the film a nuclear war has caused fall-out that 
completely decimated life in the Northern Hemisphere.” The completely betrays that what 
the writer meant was annihilated. With annihilated, by the way, “completely” would be 
redundant” (Bernstein 1965: s.v. decimate). 
                                                 





Originally this word meant “to kill one in every ten,” but this etymological sense, because it’s 
so uncommon, has been abandoned except in historical contexts. Now decimate generally 
means “to cause great loss of life; to destroy large part of.” Even allowing that extension in 
meaning, the word is commonly misused in two ways.  
First, the word is sometimes mistakenly applied to a complete obliteration or 
defeat…Second, the word is misused when it is used lightly of any defeat or setback, 
however trivial or temporary, especially when applied to inanimate things… 
In fact, though, the word might justifiably be considered a SKUNKED TERM.47 
Whether you stick to the original one-in-ten meaning or use the extended sense, the word is 
infected with ambiguity. And some of your readers will probably be puzzled as well (Garner 
1998/2009 s.v. decimate).  
 
Among the three American usage guides under closer examination in this study, 
Follett (1966) has no entry on decimate. 
The ambigious use of decimate appears to be a comparatively old shibboleth. 
In the files of Merriam-Webster, its first recorded appearances dates from 1870 
(MDWEU s.v. decimate). According to HUGE, decimate first entered the stock of 
shibboleths in Joseph Fitzgerald’s Word and Phrase: True and False Use in English, 
which was published in 1901. Fitzgerald offers a very narrow and uncompromising 
definition of what constitutes acceptable use of decimate. 
 
19. Decimation, among the ancient Romans, was the taking by lot or otherwise from a corps 
of mutinous soldiers, or from a body of prisoners of war, every tenth man and putting him to 
death; hence, the only legitimate meaning [emphasis added] of the verb Decimate (Latin 
decimo from decimus, tenth; the process of taking tenths, as traceable in our own language, is 
tithing) is to take the tenth man and make an end of him. But if an army loses in battle about 
one of every ten men, that too is decimation. The idea of tithing for death is inherent in 
decimation, and in using the word we must not forget the arithmetic. If either a much smaller 
or a much larger proportion than one in ten is lost, we must change the numerator of our 
fraction (HUGE s.v. decimate). 
 
In invoking arithmetic to support his language guidance, Fitzgerald resembles 
Robert Lowth, who resorted to a mathematical analogy in his famous prescription 
against double negatives: “Two negatives in English destroy one another, or are 
equivalent to an affirmation” (Lowth 1762/1838: 158). With its Lowthian 
undertones, Fitzgerald’s treatment represents a more unyielding form of 
prescriptivism compared with Bernstein (1965) and Garner (1998/2009), which are 
amenable to accepting a gradual shift in the meaning of decimate even if their overall 
discussion remains prescriptive. 
                                                 
47SKUNKED TERM in Garner’s (1998/2009) terminology denotes a word or an expression whose 
meaning is undergoing a change from an established sense to a new and substantially different sense, 




After it was designated as a shibboleth in print by Fitzgerald in 1901, 
decimate has a distinct entry in 55% of the usage guides that have been published 
since Fitzgerald (1901) and are included in HUGE as seen in Chart 2 below. 
 
Chart 2: Occurrence of Decimate in HUGE 
 
 
Its status as an established shibboleth is attested to by its inclusion in most of the 
major usage guides such as Fowler (1926/2009), Partridge (1963), Peters (2004), and 
Bryans (2009) in addition to, of course, Bernstein (1965) and Garner (1998/2009). 
Obviously, in the light of quantitative evidence the ambiguous use of 
decimate is an indisputable shibboleth, but it has attracted little scholarly attention 
beyond being featured in usage guides. It has no mentions in the HUGE’s 
bibliography of secondary sources on usage concern and guidance. On average, a 
usage problem in HUGE has 4.9 references among these secondary sources. One 
reason for the lack of secondary commentary on decimate could be its rarity.  
The rarity of decimate is attested to by its comparatively low frequency in 
COHA in Table 6 below. The data in COHA also suggests that at least in the 
Table 6: Occurrence of Decimate* in COHA by Decade 
year 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 
frequency**  0.69 0.58 0.45 0.70 0.35 0.41 
total 14 12 10 16 9 10 
standard 14 12 10 16 9 10 
ambiguous 0 0 0 0 0 0 
year 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 
frequency** 0.86 1.18 1.04 1.47 1.66 1.90 
total 21 29 25 35 42 53 
standard 21 27 24 32 39 47 
ambiguous 0 2 1 3 3 6 
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United States the ambiguous use of decimate was not widespread in the decades after 
the prescription appeared in print in 1901. The first instances of the ambiguous use of 
decimate in COHA are dated to the 1950s. So even if decimate is a low frequency 
word, the data in COHA shows that its ambiguous use was visible in the United 
States at the time when Bernstein (1965) reinforced its status as shibboleth.  
Before analyzing the efficacy of the prescription about decimate, it is worth 
investigating in greater detail what constitutes the difference between standard and 
ambiguous use of decimate. 
As both Peters (2004: s.v. decimate) and Garner (1998/2009 s.v. decimate) 
note, the narrowly-defined mathematical sense of decimate meaning “to kill or 
destroy one tenth or every tenth of something” is now obsolete. Instead, the current 
standard sense of decimate as defined prescriptively is killing/destruction/depletion 
of a considerable part of something that can be reckoned in numbers or reducing the 
strength of something drastically. Thus, the distinction between standard and non-
standard meaning lies in the extent of destruction: if decimate is used in the sense “to 
kill or destroy totally” or otherwise ambiguously, its use violates the prescription. 
Some randomly selected examples from COCA give a flavor of the standard 
and the ambiguous use of decimate. Examples (1)–(3) illustrate the standard use. In 
all instances, there are populations or ranks of animate objects which are either killed 
or reduced drastically.  
 
(1) As the Tutsi were being decimated in Rwanda, Tutsi exiles living in Uganda felt the time 
for action was at hand. (COCA decimated #652) 
(2) [C]onversely, a shortage of voles decimates the smaller weasels, while the larger ones get 
by on other prey. (COCA decimates #27) 
(3) American agriculture has fallen into one of its down cycles, and observers of the nation's 
most basic industry fear the downturn will further decimate the ranks of farmers. (COCA 
decimate #97) 
 
In examples (4)–(6) decimate is used either in a sense that deviates from the standard 
meaning or is simply difficult to understand.  
  
(4) Public research is dead; it's decimated. (COCA decimated #143) 
(5) Just completely decimated by this fire. (COCA decimated #264) 
(6) She continued to stab at her fruit salad, not really eating it as much as trying to decimate 





Both (4) and (5) are representative of the kind of use decimate that is 
deplored by prescriptivists. In (4), if public research is dead, it has ceased to exist, 
but if it has been only decimated, a remnant of it should survive. In (5), the 
premodifier completely implies total destruction by fire, but again, if the object in 
question has been decimated, some part of it should still continue to exist. In (6), the 
decimation of the melon pieces apparently does not involve their consumption as 
nourishment; instead, they are being crushed or mushed with a fork. It is open to 
subjective interpretation whether the meaning of decimate extents to causing a 
qualitative change in the composition of diced fruit. 
The fluidity of the semantics associated with decimate is also illustrated in the 
third edition of Garner (2009), which offers a detailed overview of the acceptability 
of the various senses of decimate. As Table 7 below shows, Garner considers “the 
large-scale destruction” for decimate as the universally accepted standard meaning 
and assigns to its semantics extension varying degree of acceptability from 
prescriptive perspective. 
Table 7: Decimate in Garner’s (2009) Language-Change Index  
Meaning of decimate Stage Definition of Stage Used by Garner (2009) in the 
Index 
large-scale destruction 5 universally accepted 
complete destruction 3 commonplace but still avoided in careful usage 
figurative destruction of a single thing or 
person: “she was decimated by the news” 
4 virtually universal but is opposed on cogent 
grounds by a few linguistic stalwarts 
synonym for hamper or plague 3 commonplace but still avoided in careful usage 
Source: Garner (2009: s.v. decimate) 
 
Based on the foregoing, one can observe that while the status of decimate as a 
shibboleth is firmly established, pinning down precisely what constitutes the 
ambiguous use of decimate is open to interpretation. With this qualification in mind, 
we can now proceed to the main research question: to what extent have the 
prescriptions about the ambiguous use of decimate influenced actual language use? 
Before we interpret the findings in Table 8 on the following page, it should be 
noted that decimate is a low-frequency word, with its frequency being 1.97 per one 
million words in COCA for COCA’s entire temporal span between 1990 and 2015. 
By far the most common form is the -ed participle used in forming passive verb 















1960s 25 4 16.0% 0.17 
1990–2015 1058 161 15.2% 0.30 
*Lemma search of decimate 
We can now take a closer look both synchronically and diachronically on the 
distribution of the standard and ambiguous use of decimate. As Table 8 above shows, 
15.2% of the use decimate in COCA is ambiguous, thus violating the prescription as 
set out by Bernstein (1965) and Garner (1998/2009). In a diachronic analysis, the 
frequency of the ambiguous decimate has risen to 0.30 per million word in 1990–
2015 from 0.17 per million words in the 1960s. In this light, it appears that the 
prescription against the ambiguous decimate is only partially in alignment with 
actual language behavior.  
However, considering the rarity of the use of decimate, I would argue that the 
safest conclusion is that the meaning of decimate is in flux, and the newer and more 
ambiguous senses of the word have not yet superseded its standard meaning as the 
most frequent way of using decimate.  
6.3 Hopefully 
The disputed usage associated with hopefully concerns its use as a sentence adverbial 
in the sense “it is to be to hoped” or “I hope.” In HUGE, the usage problem is 
defined as the “[u]se of ‘hopefully’ as sentence modifier with the sense of ‘It is to be 
hoped that…’”, and hopefully has been assigned tags adverb, sentence, and 
semantics. In the typology of shibbolets developed for this study, hopefully can be 
categorized as a Type 2 problem in which a word conveys a meaning that clashes 
with logic, custom, or etymology.48  
As a word, hopefully is an adverb which is formed by adding the suffix -ly to 
the adjective hopeful. In its uncontroversial sense, hopefully means “in a hopeful 
manner,” and it modifies the action denoted by the active verb phrase in a sentence. 
In this capacity it often qualifies the active verb in a reporting clause, which is a 
clause that identifies the speaker of what is being said in direct or indirect speech 
                                                 




(Greenbaum and Quirk 1990: 297–8). Three non-authentic examples in which 
hopefully is used in its uncontroversial sense can be composed as follows: 
 
(1) The pilgrims hopefully embarked for their voyage. 
(2) Mary mailed her college application hopefully. 
(3) “Does this mean that I don’t have to pay?” Marcus asked hopefully. 
 
This uncontroversial or neutral use of hopefully stands in contrast to its disputed use 
where the adverb is typically placed at the beginning of a sentence to modify the 
following sentence in its entirety. Crystal (1984/2000: 95–7) provides two examples 
of the disputed use in his wider discussion49 of hopefully: 
 
(4) Hopefully, the play will start in London next Friday. 
(5) Hopefully, sales will improve next year.  
 
The prescriptive objection to this usage is that hopefully, being an adverb, must 
necessarily modify the action denoted by an active verb in a sentence. Hence, it 
should not be used to modify entire sentences; instead, the meaning that is being 
sought should be expressed differently. All three usage guides under closer study—
Bernstein (1965), Follett (1966), and Garner (1998/2009)—raise this argument to 
justify their prescription against hopefully as a sentence adverbial. 
  
But hopefully…does not mean “in a hopeful manner,” nor is it equivalent to “it is a hopeful 
thing that.” The intended meaning is “it is hoped that” or “if hopes are realized,” and these 
phrases should be used (Bernstein 1965: s.v. hopefully). 
 
What hopefully refuses to convey in idiomatic English is the desirability of the hoped-for 
event…Such a hopefully is un-English and eccentric; it is to be hoped is the natural way to 
express what is meant (Follett 1966: s.v. hopefully). 
 
[H]opefully properly means “in a hopeful manner” and shouldn’t be used in the radically 
different sense “I hope” or “it is to be hoped” (Garner 1998/2009: s.v. hopefully).  
 
All three usage guides rely on parallel argumentation that invokes a blend of 
structural and logical considerations. They point out that there are perfectly idiomatic 
sentence adverbials such as curiously, fortunately, sadly, or luckily. What separates 
                                                 
49 Crystal’s discussion of hopefully is descriptive. For a similar descriptive account of hopefully, see 
Peters (2004: s.v. hopefully). MWDEU (s.v. hopefully) offers a descriptive account combined with an 
exhaustive historical analysis; Burchfield (1996: s.v. hopefully; s.v. sentence adverb) also offers a 




these idiomatic sentence adverbials from hopefully is that they can be converted to 
longer phrases without any change in meaning. For example, curiously converts to 
“it is a curious fact that” and fortunate to “it is a fortune thing that.” In contrast, 
hopefully cannot be converted in an analogous way: “It is a hopeful thing that” no 
longer qualifies as an idiomatic phrase. 
We can develop this line of reasoning on a more theoretical level by 
borrowing one of the examples cited by Crystal (1984/2000: 95) and trying to 
convert its sentence adverbial to a longer phrase with the semantic content of the 
adjective hopeful spelled out: 
 
Original example: Hopefully, sales will improve next year.  
Attempted conversion: It is a [feeling or inspiring optimism about a future event]50 thing that 
sales will improve next year. 
 
This attempted conversion can then be contrasted with a similar conversion 
using sadly instead of hopefully: 
 
Original example: Sadly, sales are expected to contract this year. 
Attempted conversion: It is a [causing or characterized by sorrow or regret; unfortunate and 
regrettable]51 thing that sales are expected to contract this year. 
 
Admittedly, this “conversion test” is a contrived exercise, but it illustrates how the 
semantics of the adjective hopeful fit less naturally to the pattern of sentence 
adverbial formation than the semantics of adjectives such as sad. Thus, the 
justification for the prescript to avoid using hopefully could be encapsulated as 
follows: unlike idiomatic and established sentence adverbials, hopefully in the sense 
“it is to be hoped that” has no corresponding adjective from which it could be 
derived. Hence, it is a non-word and should be avoided.  
This analysis appears to give some grounds for the objections that Bernstein 
(1965), Follett (1966) and Garner (1998/2009) raise against hopefully, but a simple 
grammatical analysis shows that it is hardly conclusive. 
If we use the grammatical description developed by Greenbaum and Quirk 
(1990: 149, 181–3), hopefully is an adverb. Adverbs have various syntactic functions 
including that of a sentence adverbial, and they can be divided into four separate 
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groups: adjuncts, subjuncts, disjuncts, and conjuncts. In terms of their semantics, 
disjuncts “express an evaluation of what is being said either with respect to the form 
of the communication or to its meaning” (Greenbaum and Quirk 1990: 149). In a 
more detailed semantic categorization, disjuncts can be split into two groups: style 
disjuncts and content disjuncts (Greenbaum and Quirk: 1990: 182–3). Sentence 
adverbials such as hopefully or sadly belong to content disjuncts, which “express an 
attitude to an utterance by way of evaluation.” Greenbaum and Quirk (1990: 183) list 
twenty-four disjuncts of this type. Hopefully is on the list without any guidance about 
its acceptability, although it is described as an American English expression. 
Greenbaum and Quirk’s (1990) description of content disjuncts mentions no 
specific requirement or rule stipulating that adjectives with only certain specified 
semantics qualify as base words for sentence adverbial formation. Hence, hopefully 
in its disputed sense might be a somewhat illogically formed word, but a 
grammatical analysis lends no support to the prescription against it. 
In terms of origin, the hopefully appears to have started being used as a 
sentence adverbial during the 1950s. MWDEU (s.v. hopefully) states that the first 
instance of hopefully as a sentence adverbial in the files of the supplement to the 
Oxford English Dictionary is from 1932 and in the records of Merriam-Webster from 
1954. Additionally, MWDEU (s.v. hopefully) notes that there are few examples of 
hopefully as a sentence adverbial from the time before the mid-1950s. 
  
Table 9: Occurrence of Hopefully as a Sentence Adverbial* in COHA  
 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 
total 184 220 232 158 173 214 
standard 184 215 180 90 76 94 
as a sentence 
adverbial 
0 5 52 63 97 120 
frequency** as a 
sentence adverbial 
0 0.20 2.17 2.65 3.83 4.30 
*A lemma search of hopefully; **per million words  
 
This claim is borne out by the data in COHA as displayed in Table 9 above. The 
frequency of hopefully as a sentence adverbial was still negligible during the 1950s. 
Its first appearance in COHA is an example from an issue of the Good Housekeeping 
magazine published in July 1950. “Hopefully, Happy-Marriage Week will be unlike 




Hence, the first recorded appearance of hopefully as a sentence adverbial in COHA 
predates the first appearance of hopefully in Merriam-Webster’s files by four years. 
In the 1960s, the frequency of hopefully as a sentence adverbial rose rapidly, 
and by the 1980s it had become more frequent than its uncontroversial traditional 
use. Considering the proliferation in the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial 
during the 1960s, it is logical that there was a swift prescriptive reaction against it. 
According to MWDEU, the first author to discuss hopefully prescriptively 
was Bernstein (1962: 52). After Bernstein, Copperud (1964) and Flesch (1964) 
disapproved in print of hopefully as a sentence adverbial, and disapproving mentions 
also occurred in literary magazines in 1964 (MWDEU s.v. hopefully). 
Among the usage guides featured in HUGE, hopefully as a sentence adverbial 
was proscribed for the first time in Follett’s Modern American Usage, which was 
published in 1966. But it should be noted that HUGE does not include either 
Bernstein (1962) or Bernstein (1965). As stated before, Bernstein appears to have the 
first writer to condemn the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial in print. 
As I have noted earlier, although Wilson Follett is credited as the main author 
of Modern American Usage, he died in 1963 before the book’s publication. The book 
was then completed by a group collaborators led by Jacques Barzun. Follett had 
started working on his book in 1958 (Follett: 1966: xii), and had he lived longer, he 
might well have completed his book earlier than when it was published in 1966, 
thereby possibly the first authority to condemn in print hopefully as a sentence 
adverbial roughly at the same time as Bernstein did in 196252.  
On balance, all this evidence rather conclusively establishes that the 
shibboleth about hopefully originated in the United States in the early 1960s.53 
Bernstein and other prescriptive usage commentators were motivated by a desire to 
curb an unwanted development in usage, and they reacted against hopefully in near 
unison.  
In explaining the rise in the unwanted use of hopefully, both Bernstein and 
Follett proposed that the catalyst for the emergence of hopefully in its disputed sense 
was the German word hoffentlich, a word for which there was no extant functional 
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equivalent in English at the time (Bernstein 1965: s.v. hopefully; Follett 1966: s.v. 
hopefully). In this analysis, users of American English filled this gap with hopefully, 
disregarding the established logic of sentence adverbial formation in English. 
After the prescription against hopefully as a sentence adverbial was 
incorporated in the American usage guides during the first half of the 1960s, both the 
prescription and the rise in the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial spread around 
the English-speaking world over the next decade. By the early 1980s, the shibboleth 
about hopefully had reached Britain as evidenced by its inclusion in Swan (1980) and 
Burchfield (1981). It appears that by this time hopefully had gained the status as one 
of the most prominent usage problems. For example, it ranked number eight in the 
“top ten” of disputed usages when Crystal (1995: 194) invited radio audience to send 
in their favorite complaints about the prevailing English usage. Cochrane (2003: 59) 
has stated that hopefully has been “the favourite bugbear of language purists” since 
its use caught on in the 1960s. This same claim was repeated even more 
empathetically a decade later by Ritchie (2013: 2886–754), who calls hopefully “by 
far the most controversial adverb of recent times” and observes that its “new use has 
been met with fierce resistance and contemptuous scorn of traditionalists”.  
The proposition that hopefully is among the most prominent and recognizable 
usage problems is supported by evidence derived from HUGE in Chart 3 below.  
 
Chart 3: Occurrence of hopefully in HUGE 
 
 
Among the 47 usage guides that have been published after Follett (1966), thirty-
seven, or 78%, feature a discussion on hopefully. In HUGE’s bibliography of 
secondary sources on usage, hopefully has sixteen references. The average number of 
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references for a usage problem in HUGE is 4.9. Thus, hopefully has been three times 
more likely to have the object of scholarly discussion about usage than a usage 
problem in HUGE on average. 
After tracing the origin and assessing the prominence of the prescription 
against hopefully among disputed usages, one unanswered question now remains. To 
what extent has the prescription against hopefully influenced the actual behavior and 
evolution of American English? 
The answer is provided by the data in COHA as illustrated in Table 9 on page 
53. The frequency of hopefully as a sentence adverbial rises steadily from a low level 
of 0.20 per million words in the 1950s to a high level of 3.80 per million words in the 
1990s with the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial becoming more frequent than 
its traditional use in the 1980s. 
The pattern visible in the data drawn from COHA can be cross-checked 
against the data in COCA. For the sample featured in Table 10 below, I have 
extracted data from COCA for two specific years which are the same as the 
publication years for the first and second editions of Garner (1998/2009). The reason 
for this was to keep the size of the sample manageable.  
Table 10: Hopefully* in COCA in 1998 and 2009 






Sentence Adv. in 
Reported Speech 
Spoken 185 0 0.0% 185 49.2% – 
Fiction 33 21 5.6% 12 3.2% – 
Magazine 51 8 2.1% 43 11.4% 21 
Newspaper 82 5 1.3% 77 20.5% 63 
Academic 25 4 1.1% 21 5.6% 2 
Total 376 38 10.1% 338 89.9% 86 






Sentence Adv. in 
Reported Speech 
Spoken 165 0 0.0% 165 42.0% – 
Fiction 65 21 5.3% 44 11.2% – 
Magazine 70 3 0.8% 67 17.1% 24 
Newspaper 69 0 0.0% 69 17.6% 56 
Academic 24 0 0.0% 24 6.1% 4 
Total 393 24 6.1% 369 93.9% 84 




The data in COCA as outlined in Table 10 on the previous page shows that 
the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial is now much more common than its 
traditional use. This parallels the pattern showed by the data in COHA. Furthermore, 
one can calculate based on the data in COCA that the frequency of the use of 
hopefully as a sentence was 16.33 per million words in 1998 and 18.36 per million 
words in 2009. This is an even higher frequency than the respective frequency for the 
1990s in COHA. The parallel evidence in COHA and COCA lead to a simple 
conclusion: the prescription against hopefully as a sentence adverbial failed to 
influence actual language use. 
In fact, although Garner (1998/2009: s.v. hopefully) repeated the traditional 
arguments for the prescription against hopefully in the first edition of his guide, he 
also noted the widespread use of hopefully and stated that “the battle is now over. 
Hopefully is now a part of [American English].” Furthermore, in the third edition of 
his book, Garner categorized hopefully as a Stage 4 item in his Language-Change 
Index. At Stage 4 a linguistic form has become “virtually universal but is opposed on 
cogent grounds by a few linguistic stalwarts” (Garner 2009: xxxv). 
Hence, if Garner’s (1998/2009) views and evidence drawn from COHA and 
COCA are used as yardsticks, it appears that prescriptivist guidance has not been 
able to keep the rise in the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial in check. This 
change is attested to by MWDEU (s.v. hopefully), which notes that the opposition to 
hopefully as a sentence adverbial reached its peak as early as 1975, with many 
commentators now accepting its use. Among these commentators was Bernstein, 
who first condemned in print the prescription against hopefully as a sentence 
adverbial in 1962 and then changed his mind about it in 197755. 
There is, nevertheless, a qualification to this conclusion. A closer scrutiny of 
data in Table 10 on the previous page reveals that hopefully is mainly a feature of 
spoken language. In 2009, for example, hopefully occurred in COCA either in spoken 
contexts or in reported speech 249 times, which amounts to 63.4% of the total of 393 
occurrences. 
Notably, the frequency of hopefully outside reported speech was particularly 
low in newspaper texts, with only 13 occurrences out of 69. Additionally, many 
times hopefully appeared in the letters sections of op-ed pages (e.g. COCA 2009 s.v. 
                                                 




hopefully #591 and #637), where standards of usage can be assumed to be enforced 
less rigorously than in editorial sections produced by the publication’s own 
professional staff; the writing in op-ed pages is typically considered as an expression 
of the personal style and voice of individual contributors, who are not expected to 
adhere to the same standards as the publication’s own staff. 
Two conclusions can be drawn from this information. First, hopefully as a 
sentence adverbial primarily occurs in spoken language. This makes sense, since 
hopefully as a sentence adverbial is a content disjunct that expresses speakers’ 
attitude to what they are saying (Greenbaum and Quirk: 1990: 182–3). Second, its 
frequency in edited journalistic writing is low. The probable explanation for this 
finding is simple: the prescription against the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial 
is still featured in many usage guides that reporters and editors rely on as authorities 
when they encounter usage problems in their daily work. Furthermore, hopefully as a 
sentence adverbial is a very prominent usage problem, so most journalists are 
watchful about its use. This could be viewed as a strategy of avoidance: journalists 
who do not use hopefully in writing can be sure that they will not be reprimanded for 
it either by their peers or readers.  
Even so, it is likely that the frequency of hopefully as a sentence adverbial in 
journalistic writing will begin to climb over time because many authorities that shape 
usage in journalistic writing now consider the shibboleth defunct. For example, the 
widely followed and influential Associated Press Stylebook lists hopefully as a 
sentence adverbial as “acceptable” and “correct” (apstylebook.com s.v. hopefully). 
Similarly, a language blog featured on a leading website targeted at professional 
journalists in the United States noted in 2009 that hopefully is now “standard 
English” (Perlman 2009). 
To conclude, the shibboleth about hopefully emerged in the 1960s in the 
United States. As the use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial spread, so did the 
prescriptive reaction against it. This reaction, however, soon proved to be futile and 
eased off. As things now stand, hopefully as a sentence adverbial is accepted as 





My discussion of the findings of my investigation will be threefold. First, I will 
address my main research question as it was defined in section 4. Then, I will make 
some remarks about the usefulness of corpus linguistics in the study of usage 
guidance. Finally, I will make a concluding remark about the relevance of 
prescriptive usage guidance. 
7.1 The Research Question 
As I stated in section 4, the objective of my investigation was to find out to what 
extent selected prescriptions in leading U.S. usage guides have influenced actual 
language use since the early 1960s to the present day. 
My closer analysis based on the data in COHA and COCA presented a mixed 
answer to this question. The analyses of the use of flaunt in the meaning of flout and 
the ambiguous use of decimate produced broadly similar results that can be 
summarized as follows. 
At the time when Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966) repeated previously 
established and still somewhat inchoate usage concern about flaunt and decimate, the 
objects of their concern were certainly becoming more frequent in actual language 
behavior as evidenced in the material in COHA. Consequently, while one might 
disagree with the goals and ideology of prescriptivism, it is indisputable that in 
issuing their prescriptions Bernstein (1965) and Follett (1966) were reacting to 
something that was real; in other words, there was internal logic to their actions. But 
the key question is, did their prescriptions influence actual language use? 
The answer is negative if the expectation was that prescriptions—or 
guidance—would put an end or reduce the use of flaunt in place of flout or the 
ambiguous use of decimate. However, the answer is yes if the expectation was that 
prescriptions would help keep the frequency of the use flaunt in place of flout or the 
ambiguous use of decimate in check. The data in COHA and COCA show a similar 
pattern: violations against these shibboleths occur, but their frequency has remained 
stable and low over time. Consequently, it can be argued that Garner’s (1998/2009) 
reiterations of the shibboleths about decimate and flaunt are meaningful in the sense 





The shibboleth about hopefully as a sentence adverbial is a different matter. On 
the face of it, its history could arguably be held up as powerful proof about the 
futility of prescriptivism. Although prescriptivist authorities—Bernstein (1965) and 
Follett (1966) among them—condemned it shortly after its use had begun to spread, 
their condemnations had little effect. Instead, as the data in COHA and COCA 
indisputably show, hopefully in its new sense quickly established itself as a part of 
everyday lexicon in a wide variety of spoken and written language situations, 
eventually surpassing in frequency the traditional use of hopefully. By the time the 
first edition of Garner (1998/2009 s.v. hopefully) was published, its author conceded 
that hopefully as a sentence adverbial had become a part of American English. In this 
case, a minor but contested and visible change in language occurred in the span of 
30–40 years. 
Consequently, the analysis of my sample suggests that prescriptivism appears to 
be in alignment with actual language use in some cases but no in others. This leads to 
a follow-up question: why some prescriptions seem to influence actual language 
behavior and why some do not? Why some prescription exhibit efficacy or 
“stickiness” and others do not? 
One explanation for the varying stickiness of prescriptions could lie in their 
inherent qualities. In my sample, those two shibboleths that persisted and remained 
in alignment with actual language use were low-frequency words whose 
troublesomeness stemmed from the blurring of their semantics. They had become the 
object of usage concern because they had started to lose their distinctness, which in 
turn could start hampering the communicative function of language use. After all, 
flaunt and flout mean different things, and it can be vexing to try to decipher what is 
precisely meant when decimate is used. Arguably, by maintaining distinctions and 
preventing ambiguity, the shibboleths about flaunt and decimate have displayed a 
modicum of usefulness that has motivated language users to observe them. 
In contrast, the was no ambiguity linked with hopefully as a sentence 
adverbial. Instead, it emerged to fill a gap in language system. Prior to its emergence, 
there was no single adverb that served in the same function. Hence, although it did 
not fit perfectly in the typical pattern of adverb formation, it nevertheless served a 
useful communicative function. This probably lead to its widespread adoption. 
Perhaps the difference in the efficacy of shibboleths lies in their justification. 




about them was based in part on harm done on the communicative function of 
language. In the case of hopefully as a sentence adverbial, the complaint was based 
on esthetics and logic, which are arguably less compelling considerations than the 
communicative function of language.  
7.2 Usefulness of Corpus Linguistic in the Study of Usage 
The sample of my study was small. Consequently, my results cannot possibly 
function as the basis for all-encompassing conclusions about the efficacy of 
prescriptivism as it manifests itself in usage guides. However, I would argue that my 
investigation was a successful proof of concept in how the efficacy of usage 
guidance can be studied accurately and informatively. 
With the help of COHA and COCA I could date and delineate the emergence 
of hopefully as a sentence adverbial and the prescriptive reaction response to it more 
exhaustively than has been done in any previous study that I know. Hopefully has 
been the object scholarly analysis at least in Busse and Schröder (2010b: 93–6), 
Straaijer (2016: 59), and in all major modern usage guides (e.g. Garner 1998/2009, 
Burchfield 1996, MWDEU, and Peters 2004). Since I had the advantage to build on 
previous research, I could form a new synthesis by comparing information in various 
sources and cross-checking it against the data in COHA and COCA, something that 
had not been done before. 
Hence, I could add a new layer on the knowledge about the progeny and 
history of hopefully and demonstrate convincingly that the rise in the use of 
hopefully as a sentence adverbial and the vehement prescriptive response to it 
originated in the United States in the late 1950s and the early 1960s. This argument 
had been made credibly before my investigation, but unless new previously unknown 
historical data on hopefully emerges, my investigation removes all doubts on its 
validity and makes the claim more precise than it has been in the past.  
Obviously, hopefully is just a single item in the vast lexicon of English 
language as are flaunt, flout, and decimate. But in studying how some of their uses 
became part of stock of usage problems, I developed and tested a methodological 
template that combines qualitative and quantitative methods and thus opens one 
viable avenue for a further study of usage problems and prescriptivism. 
In this respect, I would argue that my study proves convincingly the 




corpora with good search functions greatly assist in analyzing both synchronically 
and diachronically how rules of usage are observed in practice. 
7.3 Conclusion 
This study tried to shed some light on how prescriptive usage guidance functions in 
practice. In this respect, I hope it increased scientific knowledge. But it did not 
attempt to answer the question whether there is any merit in prescriptive usage 
guidance. 
In a stab at an answer, I can only note that apparently not much has changed 
in the history of language use since Horace (2005: 123) made the following 
observation in his Ars Poetica two thousand years ago: “Man’s structures will 
crumble; / so how can the glory and charm of speech remain for ever? / Many a word 
long dead will be born again, and others / which now enjoy prestige will fade, if 
Usage requires it. / She controls the laws and rules and standards of language.” 
Horace was intuitively correct about the mutability of language, while at the 
same time he wondered how people will be able to understand and appreciate what 
has been said, written and recorded in the past. He identified usage—the way 
language is customarily being used—as a vital contributor to the standards that allow 
people to communicate over time and distance. This was a sensible observation, but 
it did not address the question whether usage is something that can be left to evolve 
autonomously on its own, or whether it is something that needs to be actively 
governed and maintained. Prescriptivist usage guidance, of course, subscribes to the 
latter notion. 
Is it wholly wrong or misguided in doing so? The answer depends. I would 
argue that constructively practiced standardization and concomitant prescriptivism 
serve a useful purpose in their primary purview which is formal writing. The 
objective of formal writing is to communicate—to repeat the idea expressed by 
Horace—over time and distance. Written language accomplishes this function most 
effectively if it is underpinned by a set of commonly shared rules and standards. 
Simply put, it makes eminent practical sense that legal documents, formal letters, 
academic treatises and books intended to store and disseminate information are 
written in a standardized language that ensures their accessibility. 
But this line of reasoning should not be taken as a license that justifies the use 




or in the advancement of misguided objectives in primary and secondary education. 
Furthermore, even if standardization is a necessary condition for frictionless and 
effective communication in certain situations, one should be prepared to 
acknowledge that language is a constantly evolving phenomenon, which means that 
standards governing its use should evolve, too. Language use that we all encounter in 
our everyday lives can sometimes be vexingly sloppy and irrational, but it is not a 
sign of some moral or intellectual decay in society. People talk and write as they 
wish, and they are entitled to do so. 
What educators and authorities on usage can do is to dispense constructive 
and open-minded advice on what kind of language use functions best in certain 
situations. What this constructive and open-minded advice could be in practice? The 
use of hopefully as a sentence adverbial is a case in point. As the data in COCA 
amply illustrated, its use has become widespread and perfectly idiomatic especially 
in spoken language. However, the data also suggested that at least in one context, 
namely in journalistic reporting, language users tended to avoid it. This made sense. 
The chief objective of professional reporters is to convey information, and it is best 
accomplished when readers do not get distracted by the use of either confusing or 
contested language. 
This idea can be summarized in more general terms as follows: please feel 
free to speak and write as you wish, but be also aware that in some situations some 
words and expressions communicate your ideas with less friction than others. To be 
sure, this is not a particularly forceful answer to the question whether there is merit 
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